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Series Editors’ Foreword 


It is surprising that there is no comprehensive history of the United Nations 
family of organizations. True, a few of the UN funds and specialized agencies 
have or are in the process of writing their institutional histories. But this is a 
mostly recent endeavor and, indeed, it is no more than should be expected of all 
public organizations, especially internationally accountable ones, along with 
enhanced efforts to organize their archives so that independent researchers can 
also document and analyze dispassionately their efforts and achievements. All 
this is an essential part of the record of international governance. 

Faced with this major omission—which has substantial implications for the 
academic and policy literatures—we decided to undertake the task of beginning 
to write an intellectual history; that is, a history of the ideas launched or nur¬ 
tured by the United Nations. Observers should not be put off by what may strike 
them as puffed-up billing. The working assumption behind this effort is straight¬ 
forward: ideas and concepts are a main driving force in human progress, and 
they arguably have been one of the most important contributions of the world 
organization. 

The United Nations Intellectual History Project (UNIHP) was launched in 
1999 as an independent research effort based in the Ralph Bunche Institute for 
International Studies at The Graduate Center of The City University of New 
York, with a liaison office in Geneva. We are grateful for the enthusiastic backing 
from the Secretary-General and other staff, as well as from scholars and analysts 
and governments. We are also extremely appreciative for the generosity of the 
governments of the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Canada, Nor¬ 
way, Switzerland, and the Republic and Canton of Geneva, as well as of the Ford, 
Rockefeller, and MacArthur Foundations, the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
and the Dag Hammarskjold and UN Foundations. This support ensures total 
intellectual and financial independence. Details of this and other aspects of the 
project can be found on our Web site: www.unhistory.org. 
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The work of the UN can be divided into two broad categories: economic and 
social development, on the one hand, and peace and security, on the other. The 
UNIHP is committed to produce fourteen volumes on major themes in the first 
arena and a further three volumes if sufficient resources can be mobilized fo¬ 
cused on the latter. All these volumes are being published in a series by Indiana 
University Press. In addition, the Project has completed an oral history collec¬ 
tion of some seventy-three lengthy interviews of persons who have played major 
roles in launching and nurturing UN ideas—and sometimes in hindering them! 
Extracts from these interviews was published in 2005 as UN Voices: The Struggle 
for Development and Social Justice . 1 Authors of the Project’s various volumes, 
including this one, have drawn on these interviews to highlight substantive points 
made in their texts. Full transcripts of the oral histories will also be disseminated 
in electronic form at the end of the Project to facilitate work by other researchers 
and interested persons worldwide. 

There is no single way to organize research, and certainly not for such an 
ambitious project as this one. This UN history has been structured by topics— 
ranging from trade and finance to human rights, from transnational corpora¬ 
tions to development assistance, from regional perspectives to sustainability. We 
have selected world-class experts for each topic, and the argument in all of the 
volumes is the responsibility of the authors whose names appear on the cover. 
Each have been given freedom and responsibility to organize their own digging, 
analysis, and presentation. Guidance from ourselves as the project directors as 
well as from peer review groups is provided to ensure accuracy and fairness in 
depicting where the ideas came from, how they were developed and dissemi¬ 
nated within the UN system, and what happened afterward. We trust that future 
analyses will build upon our series and go beyond. Our intellectual history project 
is the first, not the last, installment in depicting the history of the UN’s contri¬ 
butions to ideas. 

Women, Development, and the UN is the seventh volume in the series—and in 
some respects the most broad-ranging. This is because Devaki Jain, with strong 
encouragement from us as editors of the UNIHP series, goes far beyond narrow 
boundaries in exploring the topic of women and gender. As the title makes clear, 
she traces through the many different ways in which women have enriched the 
UN: by the strong if tiny presence of the four women present at the UN’s found¬ 
ing conference in San Francisco who ensured that equality of the sexes was in¬ 
cluded as one of the UN’s basic principles; by the remarkable leadership of Eleanor 
Roosevelt as first chairperson of the UN Commission of Human Rights; by the 
intellectual leadership of others from Bodil Begtrup (who called in 1947 for a 
global survey of the status and treatment of women and thus established the 
country survey as a continuing tool in the analysis of women’s issues); to the 
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pioneering intellectual leadership of Esther Boserup two decades later. Boserup’s 
pioneering book, The Role of Women in Development, documented and analyzed 
women’s activities in developing countries which had been largely neglected until 
that time. There are many, many others mentioned in Jain’s account who at dif¬ 
ferent times and in different countries and regions have led the way in ensuring 
that matters of concern to women and issues of gender equality came into the 
spotlight at times when they were otherwise being forgotten or ignored. 

But her account contains far more than remarkable and pioneering individu¬ 
als. Women, Development, and the UN is even more an account of women and 
social movements, regionally and globally. Jain traces how the work of the UN, 
and especially of the four global women’s conferences in Mexico, Copenhagen, 
Nairobi, and Beijing, fundamentally altered the situation of women in country 
after country, by raising awareness, building confidence, spreading ideas, and 
creating alliances which changed the face of the earth. These conferences also 
changed the UN, providing the mandates which gave the world CEDAW, the 
Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Wom¬ 
en, and which established in turn UNIFEM, the UN Development Fund for 
Women, and INSTRAW, the UN International Research and Training Institute 
for the Advancement of Women. Equally significant, concerns for women raised 
awareness of broader and more general human concerns in the whole process of 
development. In elaborating all this, Jain brings her own strong perspective, a 
view from the South, an awareness that issues of development are often seen 
differently from the standpoint of countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

This volume is an account of how the intellectual contributions of women 
and social movements shaped thinking about development at the UN. Jain’s ac¬ 
count illustrates four ways women’s ideas have had an impact: they have altered 
how issues are perceived and identified agendas for action; they have prodded 
countries to rethink and redefine their interests in relation to gender issues; they 
have created new prospects for forming coalitions of political and institutional 
forces to achieve change; and they have become embedded in institutions to 
carry these issues forward. In each of these ways, women, and supporters and 
promoters of women’s issues and concerns, have had an impact on development 
and on the UN. 

Jain brings many talents to her task. She is author and activist, teacher and 
advisor, organizer and promoter and in all of these roles a committed feminist. 
These qualities have given her a remarkable range of experiences on which to 
draw. In her early life she worked with the Gandhian activist Vinoba Bhave and 
later with Gunnar Myrdal, when he was writing Asian Drama. She has lectured 
in economics in Delhi University, advised the National Commission on Women 
of the Government of India, been a member of the State Planning Board of 
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Karnataka and, from 1975 to 1994, directed the Institute of Social Studies in Ban¬ 
galore. Internationally, Devaki Jain initiated the meeting in Bangalore in 1984 
which led to the founding of DAWN, Development Alternatives with Women 
for a New Era, an influential Third World network of women who were deeply 
engaged with development issues in their region. DAWN developed an alterna¬ 
tive framework for analyzing the situation of poor women in the South and 
used that analysis to recraft development strategies. From 1987 to 1990, she was a 
member of Julius Nyerere’s South Commission, a think tank of twenty-eight 
economists that worked to create an agenda for South-South economic coop¬ 
eration. She has been a member of advisory committees or expert groups of 
UNIFEM, the UNDP, the WHO, the FAO, the ILO, UNESCO, UNICEF, and the 
UNFPA. She has written numerous articles and books on women and develop¬ 
ment and participated in countless international meetings on issues of gender 
equality and women. 

We are persuaded that the UN story deserves to be better documented if it is 
to be better understood and appreciated. Women, Development, and the UN makes 
a significant contribution in this direction. As Kofi Annan, the UN Secretary- 
General wrote in the “Foreword” to Ahead of the Curve? UN Ideas and Global 
Challenges: “With the publication of this first volume in the United Nations In¬ 
tellectual History Project, a significant lacuna in twentieth-century scholarship 
and international relations begins to be filled .” 2 With this seventh volume, a fur¬ 
ther gap in that record is now closed. We are confident that other analysts will 
now be in a position to use this critical building block to add to the history of 
UN contributions to women and gender, as well as to women’s contributions 
to the UN. 

We hope that readers will enjoy this account, at once a journey through time, 
a view from the South, and an energizing story of how women have enriched 
thinking and action within the UN itself. As always, we welcome comments from 
our readers. 


Louis Emmerij, Richard Jolly, 
and Thomas G. Weiss 
New York, January 2005 
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It was nearly 150 years ago when Mary Ann Evans penned the redoubtable line: 
“The happiest women, like the happiest nations, have no history.” That view 
may or may not be correct: Evans was writing under the adopted name of George 
Eliot in a world in which a woman author had serious hurdles to overcome. But 
women have reason to seek not just happiness but also knowledge, understand¬ 
ing, and empowerment, and can hardly ignore their own history. The world may 
have been changing far too slowly, but the history of that change and the role of 
women in the transformation are both exciting and exhilarating. 

An important part of this grand history is the subject matter of Devaki Jain’s 
remarkably well-researched and readable book. Even though the United Nations 
is often separated out these days for particular chastisement for being ineffective 
(or worse), the UN and the intellectual and political movements associated with 
it have contributed greatly to making our world a bit less nasty and more live¬ 
able. And even though women had to fight to be heard and to influence the 
making and working of this grand institution, the constructive impact of women’s 
ideas and leadership can be seen in nearly every field in which the UN has made 
significant contributions. 

Devaki Jain’s task has been particularly hard for two distinct reasons. The 
first—and here I speak as an old friend and admirer—is her own ambition. She 
did not want to confine her account just to women’s participation in the devel¬ 
opment of the UN nor just to the ways in which the UN has addressed issues of 
women and gender. Devaki wanted to bring out the process through which the 
vision, the determination, and the resourcefulness of women leaders associated 
with the United Nations have deeply enriched this global organization and have 
made it a source of major creative initiatives in many different fields, going well 
beyond issues of women and gender. Also, Devaki Jain’s diagnosis that the his¬ 
tory of what has been going on in the UN has to be placed in the broader context 
of women’s movements and activism in the world at large is important but also 
highly exacting. 
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By escalating her assignment, Devaki Jain took on an immensely larger task 
than a minimalist account of women and the UN would have demanded. It is, 
therefore, particularly pleasing to see how well she has succeeded in meeting her 
powerfully ambitious objectives. There is certainly a case for celebration there. 

The second difficulty comes from the changing understanding of what are 
taken to be “women’s issues” in the deeply unequal world in which we live. Not 
long ago, women’s movements were primarily concerned with working toward 
achieving better treatment for women—a more “square” deal. The focus was 
mainly on women’s well-being, and since that was a greatly neglected subject, it 
was indeed a good corrective. However, over the years, the aims and objectives of 
women’s movements have gradually evolved and broadened from this “welfarist” 
focus to incorporate a fuller understanding of the active role of women’s agency. 
No longer treated as the passive recipient of welfare-enhancing assistance, women 
are increasingly seen—by men as well as women—as active agents of change 
and as dynamic promoters of social transformation that can alter the lives of 
both women and men. 

Devaki Jain’s history had to be involved with both the well-being aspect and 
the agency aspect of women’s role in the UN and in the world and had to bring 
out the ways in which the relative priorities have been shifting over the years. 
This is an evolving history of which the reader gets a finely inclusive view under 
Devaki Jain’s extensive narrative. 

As it happens, the UN itself was a pioneer in facilitating this broadening of 
aims and objectives. It was the UN Human Rights Commission, chaired by 
Eleanor Roosevelt, that gave the world the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
in 1948—the first such declaration with a totally universalist reach and a global 
successor to such national pronouncements as the American Declaration of In¬ 
dependence of 1776 (which took it to be “self-evident” that everyone is “en¬ 
dowed” with “certain inalienable rights”) and the French declaration of “the rights 
of man” in 1789 (asserting that “men are born and remain free and equal in 
rights”). The book provides a fine account of how the debates proceeded in those 
early days sixty years ago. Even Eleanor Roosevelt’s preferred language, which 
referred to “all men,” had to change in response to criticisms from other women 
members of the commission, particularly from developing countries. Hansa 
Mehta, the Indian delegate, was insistent: “That would never do,” since “all men” 
could be “interpreted to exclude women.” The debate paved the way to the now 
standard language of “all human beings.” 

Each of the episodes is discussed in absorbing detail, and the totality of the 
account gives us a commanding view of the history of arguments and reasoning 
that accompanied the different initiatives and their articulation and use. The 
richness of the changing subj ect matter may have made the book harder to write, 
but it is also, as a result, more rewarding to read. 
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When Queen Victoria wrote to Sir Theodore Martin complaining about “this 
mad, wicked folly of‘Woman’s Rights’,” she may have underestimated the power 
of the “wicked folly.” The role and extensive reach of women’s agency have been 
having a profound impact on the world, affecting the lives of all: women, men, 
and children. It is a critically important part of that record—the global develop¬ 
ments directly and indirectly connected with the United Nations—that we get 
from Devaki Jain’s splendidly written history. We have compelling reason to be 
grateful. 


Amartya Sen 
Harvard University 
March 2005 
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Introduction 

Women, Development, and Equality: 
History as Inconclusive Dialogue 


The search for the correct viewpoint which is superior to all other 
viewpoints is an error in itself. 
—Akiro Kurosawa, Rashomon 

Most historiographic progress—perhaps most intellectual progress—proceeds 
by rearranging relationships within old stories, not by writing new stories. 

—Linda Gordon 1 


The Quest for Equality 

T he full story of how and what the women of the world contributed to ideas 
about rights, equality, and development within the UN remains largely untold— 
it is usually collapsed with the more common narrative of the UN’s historical- 
institutional achievements in the areas of women’s rights and women’s emanci¬ 
pation. Over the past six decades, different layers of meaning surrounding an 
idea of gender equality, a value it endorsed in its Charter, have been uncovered. 
A new constituency in UN politics called “women” was created, as was the entry 
of a powerfully endowed idea called “women” in UN thought. 

The search for what equality actually means for women has never stopped, 
both within and outside the UN. Six decades of UN history provides a deeply 
absorbing narrative of the elusiveness of this aspiration. The women’s story is 
embedded within the larger chronicle of the UN itself, and the twists and turns 
follow the key political, social, and economic events in the world that shaped the 
global organization’s history: the aftermath of a major war, the post-colonial 
era, the development decades, the Cold War era, the new economic restructur¬ 
ing of the globe, the new millennium. Yet women’s ideation did not ride piggy¬ 
back on the intellectual development of UN thought; their intellectual work con¬ 
stantly defined and redefined what equality meant for women and for those who 
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are unequally placed. As the composition of the UN changed and as the themes, 
slogans, and formulae for realizing its goals changed, women worked to ensure 
that the idea of overcoming inequality was recognized in all its endeavors. 

Women’s participation with the UN’s work in development basically ques¬ 
tioned and changed the foundations of its knowledge base, especially in its prac¬ 
tice. They brought new ways of looking at the conceptualization of work; they 
challenged the hierarchies in how economic and social contributions are valued; 
they insisted that women had a right to development—indeed, they insisted that 
the degree of access women had to just development was a measure of the stage 
of development of a nation. They also questioned the models of development 
that were being promoted; some worked within given models and others in¬ 
sisted that the models needed to be overhauled. Sixty years down the line, it 
could be said that the gender-specific location of women in all spheres of devel¬ 
opment has been understood. The sharing of knowledge in the venues provided 
by the UN enabled the building of a visible political entity. 

Finding a Niche 

One of the challenges in designing this volume has been to find a niche in the 
literature. Much has been written about development, much has been written 
about the worldwide women’s movement, and a body of literature is growing 
about the interactions of women with the United Nations. At the turn of the 
twenty-first century, the idea of a fifty-year review of the United Nations encour¬ 
aged several reviews of the history of women and the UN. These assessments 
provided a strong base for the preparation of this volume. But they also made it 
challenging to deliver a product that adds value. The niche, then, for this story is 
political. It narrates the interplay of two political forces, the worldwide women’s 
movement and the United Nations, in their engagement with development. 

Another niche this story fits into is the narrative of how women’s participa¬ 
tion in the politics of development transformed or influenced both the politics 
of the UN and the understanding of development within that body. Special ef¬ 
forts will be made to use the lenses of the struggle against inequality and the 
struggle to understand poverty and enable its eradication in unfolding the story. 
Thus, the engagement of the worldwide women’s movement with inequality, 
development, and the UN will be the core threads that will run throughout the 
chapters. 

The Politics of Place 

My location has defined the perspective with which this book is written. I am 
an academic activist, as my tribe is called, with one foot each in research and 
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activism, an outsider to the UN. I am a feminist with a tendency to view ideas, 
events, and actors through the lens of a perspective from the South. My work has 
been located in India. I was a member of Julius Nyerere’s South Commission, 
which was set up to define an economic South. I initiated a Third World wom¬ 
en’s network, Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era, which gave 
an identity to the voices of women living in the South and put macroeconomic 
issues firmly on the agenda of the worldwide women’s movement. 

Writing history from a South perspective is a rewarding yet challenging task. 
The knowledge base—the identification of sources, the narrations of history, 
especially as underpinned by ideas—is visibly Eurocentric. Global breezes, de¬ 
fining moments in history, descriptions of the evolution of thought, intellectual 
paradigms, critical thinkers are attributed to the world, but that world’s bound¬ 
aries are West derived. Thus, the periodization of history is Eurocentric. For 
example, World War II and its aftermath—the defining events of the Northern 
Hemisphere that were, in fact, the impetus for the founding of the United Na¬ 
tions—were not the most important externalities for nations in the South. Sla¬ 
very, including the use of indentured labor; economic plundering; the effacing 
of cultural and intellectual identities by the imperial powers were the strong 
forces that shaped the history of those nations. Mahatma Gandhi was more rel¬ 
evant to Indian recovery from colonization than Keynes. To the black people of 
South Africa, historical periods are defined in apartheid-regime terms, and Nelson 
Mandela’s twenty-seven years in Robben Island on and off between 1952 to 1990 
were the definitions of historical time. The list can go on. 

Thus, the history in this volume is disjointed at points. As the North followed 
the trajectory led by such driving forces as Keynesian economics, the Marshall 
Plan, and new strands of development thought, the South heard a different 
rhythm of liberation, socialism, and exciting experiments with government. 
However, key elements in the South’s history of the time period from 1945 to 
2005 have not been highlighted and given visibility. My efforts to redress the 
balance of history, however unsatisfactory and incomplete, have often meant 
the muting of conventional images of resounding “success” or great personas. 
The book strives to celebrate the successes of movements, of collective action. 
Linda Gordon’s comment on the writing of history seems relevant here: “Among 
the particular constraints on the activity of producing history which embodies 
both truth and myth is the finite, capacious, mottled nature of the evidence.” 2 

The Nethi Nethi Syndrome 

In Hamlet, Shakespeare immortalized the ultimate existential question: “To 
be or not to be?” This philosophical question that distinguishes the human mind 
touches on the universal experience of doubt, of questioning. Both of these ele- 
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ments of Hamlet’s question resonate in this history. Women faced the dilemma 
of how to proceed most effectively—would separate space, what Virginia Woolf 
called a room of one’s own, enable them to achieve their goals or would it pro¬ 
duce a marginalized ghetto? Conversely, should they enter the mainstream or 
would that dilute their momentum? To be or not to be? The doubt inherent in 
this question is also relevant. Women brought into the development discourse 
the questioning mode, revealing the dilemmas that emerge when trying to land 
justice with some element of universality and revealing the difficulties of arriv¬ 
ing at “complete” solutions. Women’s continuous questioning of ideas and prac¬ 
tices, even those that were designed to support their quest for dignity and equal 
citizenship, led almost to definition by negation, what is called in the Upanishads 
nethi nethi. In that sacred text, the quest for “the truth” is a process that removes 
every suggestion that is made with the response “not this, not this ”—nethi nethi. 
This concept can be used to understand many layers of history in this book. For 
several decades now, as women have worked to understand their identities, the 
movement has searched for an idea that will bring them together across their 
valuable and legitimate differences. It has been a period of turmoil and uncer¬ 
tainty as they search for that idea. 

Women’s almost universal and timeless aspiration for a peaceful humankind 
is another example of nethi nethi. Even before the term “peace dividend” came 
into common parlance, women were showing the connection between absence 
of war and its values, financial and otherwise, for development. Just as including 
women revealed that rights were indivisible, just as women showed that the di¬ 
vision between public and private space is artificial or that economic and social 
security cannot be divided, this organized voice of women showed the links be¬ 
tween development and peace. Nairobi had a peace tent to illustrate or symbol¬ 
ize that a conference on development has to consider peace. The peace tent is 
used in this volume as a symbol of the one issue on which the UN and women 
have worked from the same standpoint. The tent also symbolizes the politics of 
a room of one’s own—powerhouse or ghetto? 

Nethi nethi can also be used to understand the engagement of the women’s 
movement with development thought over the past sixty years. The first strand 
of that engagement was to perceive women as recipients of welfare—consumers 
of the national income rather than economic contributors. But it did not go 
farther than that; it did not include women in the process of planning and mak¬ 
ing decisions about how development should unfold. The next strand, women 
in development, sought to include women at a deeper level but was not imple¬ 
mented broadly enough to have the needed impact. And so it went; to each new 
model—women and development, gender and development, mainstreaming— 
the women’s movement eventually said, “Not this, not this.” 
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Language as Politics 

Over the years, language to speak about women has changed several times. 
This book returns to the term “women,” or the women word, as an attempt to 
envelop the political identity “women.” In feminist discourse, each word such as 
“women,” each construct such as “gender,” and each identification such as “femi¬ 
nist” is being contested. Each of these terms has different definitions and poli¬ 
tics. While every phase of the evolution of language has had its value, there is 
now, in 2005, an increasingly accepted view that to reclaim political identity, to 
affirm women’s collective political will, the word “women” has returned as pre¬ 
ferred currency. Nomenclature, or naming as identity or for analysis, has also 
suffered due to translation difficulties; no universally acceptable language can 
be affirmed. On another plane, women’s use of language to mark identity— 
fluid, adapting to the issue at stake, from women to gender to feminism back to 
women—is strategic. It also suggests the presence of the attitude of nethi nethi. 

The evolution of nomenclature within the history of ideas about develop¬ 
ment has been an enabling and clarifying process but also a problematique. Words 
need to be defined, but the definitions may not be generally or universally ac¬ 
cepted. They reflect changing times, changing politics, and can be interpreted 
through the lens of the place from which they are viewed. The former colonies 
were called “underdeveloped countries” as they arrived as free countries in the 
global space. This sounded demeaning, as they had great and old civilizations 
and resources, so they were renamed the “developing countries.” That word was 
also found not quite dignified and the word “South” was coined because most of 
these countries belonged to the Southern Hemisphere. But this raised several 
questions—Australia and New Zealand, countries that belonged to the club of 
the rich, were in the Southern Hemisphere. Another use of the term emerged to 
denote the poor and undeveloped, so there was the “global South” and the “glo¬ 
bal North.” These would be regions or peoples who were living in poverty in the 
rich countries—members of the global South—and the rich living in the poor 
countries—members of the global North. In this volume we use “South” to rep¬ 
resent the developing countries, the countries that came out of colonization, the 
G-77, the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) groups. 

The Problems of Selection 

Engaging with the United Nations and its intellectual history on any account 
is not an easy task. 3 Its kaleidoscopic character, further complicated by the diver¬ 
sity of its users and the locales in which it lands, its chameleon-like adaptation to 
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the atmosphere and threats from the outside, which change over time, escapes a 
universally acceptable capture within the bounds of a book. The task gets fur¬ 
ther complicated, if not thwarted, when the subject of study is the interaction of 
a section of humanity that is the live and energetic worldwide women’s move¬ 
ment with the UN. My topic is a living constituency, tangible stakeholders, agents 
participating in the making and the writing of their history—a live show, not a 
recording. The story is moving even as it is being told. Every actor would like to 
be heard—a challenging and moving phenomenon but one that could not be 
fully accommodated in this narration. 

This book covers the interactions of half the world’s population with a large 
and scattered entity called the UN that is expressed in regions, countries, agen¬ 
cies, and funds—a formidable landscape. It was necessary to be selective in tell¬ 
ing the story. Hence only a few of the UN’s arms have been drawn into this 
narrative. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza¬ 
tion (UNESCO) was chosen for its unique role in the early years, stimulating 
inquiry “beyond the veil” into the components that make up status, undertaking 
field research in many developing countries, becoming a handmaiden for the 
early efforts of the UN’s Commission on the Status of Women to have informed 
dialogue with the main spaces. It is also highlighted because in the interim, or 
middle period, UNESCO’s role faded out, to reemerge as culture and identity 
took center stage in world politics in the new millennium. 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) is another agency which has 
stood by women, especially as the central point of women’s advocacy hinged 
around poverty and work. There is a proposition that all poor women work, as 
without a livelihood strategy they and their families would starve to death. Since 
the 1970s, the ILO has explored the world of poor women’s work as “both the 
midwife and the principal international institutional home for the concept of 
the informal sector.” 4 

Conferences and agencies have been selected to reveal the birth of ideas and 
how those ideas were negotiated within the UN’s world space. The institutional 
architecture for women’s advancement at the UN has been continuously chang¬ 
ing, and its evolution, its contribution, its dilemmas are traced throughout. Its 
components include the Commission on the Status of Women, the Division for 
the Advancement of Women, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women, UNIFEM, and INSTRAW. These were the 
bodies and institutions available to women as they sought to bring their intel¬ 
lectual contributions about women and development into the mainstream of 
the world body. Over time, women emphasized or de-emphasized various com¬ 
ponents of this architecture, as needs and circumstances demanded. 
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Institutional Space 

Nethi nethi also describes the evolution of the spaces the United Nations has 
offered women activists. The UN Charter and the Universal Declaration of Hu¬ 
man Rights included women in their texts thanks to the insistence of foremothers 
at the UN who had worked in the prewar international women’s movement. The 
goals of the Declaration would not become a UN priority for decades, but the 
presence of the language in that document provided a powerful standard to which 
women could hold the UN and its member states accountable. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, women inside and outside the UN realized 
that a document dedicated to the rights of women was needed. The UN’s Com¬ 
mission on the Status of Women (CSW) produced two important documents, 
the Declaration on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (DEDAW, 
1967) and the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
(1979), that articulated new standards with which to measure progress in how 
governments and bureaucracies engaged with women and gave them a template 
to follow. DEDAW’s statement that discrimination against women was “funda¬ 
mentally unjust and an offence against human dignity” was powerful, but trans¬ 
lating rhetoric into reality proved more difficult. CEDAW spelled out, for the first 
time, what discrimination against women meant and outlined the steps with which 
to remedy that injustice. These three documents—the Declaration of Human 
Rights, DEDAW, and CEDAW—used the tool of language to jump-start change, 
and the UN provided the institutional space within which this new language 
was crafted. They expanded the intellectual space within which women could 
work, and they expanded the role of the UN as the arbiter of international law. 

In the 1970s, women shifted their focus to UN conferences. The four UN con¬ 
ferences on women created new energy for an already emerging second wave of 
the worldwide women’s movement. Many alliances were formed, disagreements 
were aired, and networks were created. They were a space for women from around 
the world to recognize similarities and begin to understand differences. 

At the women’s conferences, women gave language to their desire for change. 
The documents that emerged from Mexico City, Copenhagen, Nairobi, and 
Beijing spoke about women and development; what was said traces women’s 
increasing understanding of the complexity of the development landscape. They 
also revealed the interconnections between the otherwise separated concerns of 
the UN. They united humanitarian concepts, peace, governance, and culture 
with the development face of the UN. The Mexico City document acknowledged 
that “under-development imposes upon women a double burden of exploita- 
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tion” and stated that any obstacle that stood in women’s way of “full integration 
into national development” must be eliminated. 5 Five years later, the Copenhagen 
document urged governments to explicitly state their commitment to “equal 
and full participation of women in economic and social development,” includ¬ 
ing “systematic and sustained linking of efforts to integrate women into national 
development planning.” 6 

The Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategy of 1985 moved from pleas to include 
women in development programs and planning to the more sophisticated un¬ 
derstanding that “the advancement of women is not possible without develop¬ 
ment, and ... without the advancement of women, development itself will be 
difficult to achieve.” By the time of the Beijing Declaration of 1995, the rhetoric 
was becoming more forceful; it spoke of the need to “eradicate the persistent and 
increasing burden of poverty on women by addressing the structural causes of 
poverty through changes in economic structures.” 7 Clearly women had educated 
each other and the rest of the world a great deal during these twenty years about 
how to think and talk about development through UN spaces. 

Each of these UN spaces was valuable at the time women engaged with them. 
It was crucial for women to articulate what discrimination meant in the 1960s 
and 1970s; that created a standard to which governments can be held. The con¬ 
ferences mobilized women as a worldwide political force. New language and 
networks are two essential aspects of women’s work for change. However, at the 
turn of the century, a large section of the worldwide women’s movement thinks 
that conferences have gone as far as they can as an enabling space and therefore 
do not consider another conference on women as being of much value. Women’s 
work for change needs to find another path —nethi nethi. 

Intellectual Space 

The creation and dissemination of knowledge has been a way women and the 
UN have worked with each other. But as in the case of other areas of work, it is 
women’s questioning of the knowledge base that has been the contribution. 
Women confronted hard-core theorems of epistemology and classificatory sys¬ 
tems and the hierarchies embedded within them with an attitude of not this, not 
this. In so doing, they brought facts and ideas about women as a political soci¬ 
ety; the range of interventions has been comprehensive. It was in this quest for 
replacing the existant that women across conventional divides found unity; they 
were on the same wavelength in critiquing ideas such as the dichotomies of de¬ 
velopment and rights, public and private, theory and practice, women’s rights 
and human rights, home and workplace. These dichotomies pervaded develop¬ 
ment and rights discourses, and women challenged all of them. 
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Women’s studies has been a critical actor in the journey. Learning about wom¬ 
en came from two sources: the collective voice of those working in communities 
and those challenging the academy. Knowledge was created and disseminated 
through a multiple set of sources. One was research that documented grassroots 
success stories; another was research that provided a more sophisticated analysis 
of women’s location in the world. Women revisited knowledge theories and re¬ 
built them with their desire to eradicate inequality at the center. It is in this space 
that feminists of the world found congruence. They may have been divided along 
many lines, but they found that they could create alliances under the umbrella 
of thought as the common space that was challenging the foundations of knowl¬ 
edge. Many fruitful and interesting partnerships were formed. 

Chronology 

Although this volume is organized chronologically to follow the trajectory of 
development history at the UN, at times the story steps outside that framework 
to consolidate women’s stories within that institution. Sometimes an issue or 
event straddles both chapters, moves across time. Hence our time barriers are 
porous and allow for this flow. 

Chapter 1 examines the successful efforts of women in the earliest years of the 
world body to include their choices of issues and the need for and use of their 
own spaces; this was the beginning of a place of one’s own as well as the peace/ 
women’s tent within the UN. Chapter 2 shows the consolidation of UN women’s 
thinking about equality as they crafted DEDAW, their alliances with men to 
change development thought at the UN, and the emergence of strong voices 
from the former colonies in both the constituency outside and the actors inside 
the world body. It also examines how women began to shape their thinking about 
development at the world conference in Mexico City. Chapter 3 features the suc¬ 
cesses of transforming DEDAW into a convention and increasing the visibility 
and the intellectual contributions of women worldwide and within the UN and 
examines views on women’s role in development from two institutions located 
in the South—the Non-Aligned Movement and the African Training and Re¬ 
search Centre for Women. In chapter 4, the oppositional trajectory for women 
emerges; as the worldwide women’s movement gained momentum in prepara¬ 
tion for Beijing, UN reports began delivering the news that more women lived 
in poverty and that their poverty was worse than it had been in previous de¬ 
cades. It examines South-based responses to this disjuncture. Chapter 5 reveals 
the beginning of a strong divergence of response by the women’s movement and 
the UN to new economic and political configurations. 
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Taming Development 

In Saint Exupery’s The Little Prince, a young boy lives alone on a very small 
planet. But he is very lonely, and he visits Earth in search of his own kind. He 
meets a fox, who begs the little prince to tame him, saying, “It is an act too often 
neglected.... It means to establish ties.” The prince tames the fox by loving it, 
and in exchange the fox tells him a secret: “What is essential is invisible to the 
eye.” Since the 1950s, women have tried to reconstruct development—to “tame” 
it—by showing that the linkages between its social, economic, and political ele¬ 
ments have been neglected; by establishing ties with the excluded and discrimi¬ 
nated against in order to broaden laws and rights to be inclusive; by building 
alternative indicators that made the invisible visible. Women have brought lived 
experience to the work of knowledge creation; they have revealed other typologies 
of progress; they have insisted that localization, tethering the ground as the source, 
be the mainspring of action; they have revealed that participation and self¬ 
strength and human dignity are minimal conditions for engineering develop¬ 
ment with justice. In short, they have refused to accept inequality. This book is 
the story of how that happened. 
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Setting the Stage for Equality, 1945-1965 


The true republic: men, their rights and nothing 
more; women, their rights and nothing less. 
—Susan B. Anthony (1820-1906) 


• Setting the Standard at the UN’s Birth 

• Early Notions of Women’s Rights 

• Gathering Knowledge 

• Working Differently 

• Responding to Stereotypes of Early Development Thought 

• The Peace Tent 

The United Nations rose—like the proverbial phoenix—out of the ashes of 
World War II. Its creation was an attempt to garner international involvement in 
the preservation of global security. Its acceptance as a global forum with an ex¬ 
traordinarily variegated membership enjoying equal voting power was a celebra¬ 
tion of the possible. Although there has been some lament that the simultaneous 
emergence of strongly adversarial power blocs muted, if not nullified, consensus 
on global issues, the advantages of a level playing field, internationalism, and a 
space between two warring giants provided exciting opportunities for nations 
emerging from forms of alien domination, both economic and political. There 
was a moral perspective at work in ushering in this international arrangement 
that opened a space for movements fighting against injustice and domination, 
movements claiming rights, such as citizenship, into which were woven women’s 
rights . 1 

During these earliest decades of the new world body, the voices of women, 
confident, already well articulated and internationalized, resounded inside and 
outside the corridors of power. They exchanged knowledge and strategies from 
their prewar careers and laid foundations at the UN using a work style that di¬ 
verged from mainstream ways of operating. Dilemmas and questions about ac¬ 
commodating difference while working toward equality emerged that would 
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persist as the story unfolded in later years. This period set the stage for what 
followed in the coming decades, and the origins of most questions raised in the 
coming decades were present in embryonic form during these early years. 

Setting the Standard at the UN’s Birth 

A fact of somewhat extraordinary significance that provides many leads to 
the rest of this story is that there were just four women among the 160 signato¬ 
ries to the UN’s founding document at its Charter conference at San Francisco 
in 1945. Three of them were from what one would now call developing countries 
or the Third World: Minerva Bernardino (Dominican Republic), Bertha Lutz 
(Brazil), and Wu Yi-Fang (China). The fourth was Virginia Gildersleeve (United 
States). Two other women were present at the conference but were not signato¬ 
ries: Cora T. Casselman (Canada) and Jessie Street (Australia). The minuscule 
number of women reflected and predicted the slender representation women 
were fated to have in the UN. Yet women were able to balloon this small presence 
and influence outcomes through their strategic use of power. 

The four women signatories established a sound foundation for the UN by 
making sure that women’s issues were present in the text of the Charter. The 
simple act of inserting the word “women” in the text made sure that the prin¬ 
ciple of equality between the sexes was part of the founding ideas of the new 
organization. The old argument that “men” included “women” was simply not 
good enough for at least this one, very significant, time. The UN’s Division for 
the Advancement of Women (DAW) noted in 1999 that “ [t]he international 
women’s movement from its beginning, influenced the founding principles and 
goals of the UN with regard to women’s rights.” 2 The “founding mothers,” as 
Hilkka Pietila refers to them, “laid the groundwork for the struggle for gender 
equality that has since gained momentum throughout the world.” 3 

Women from the Latin American countries contributed their experience to 
shape the language of women’s rights in the UN’s founding documents. Their 
decades of experience with the Inter-American Commission of Women (IACW) 
gave them deep experience in dealing with governments; one historian goes so 
far as to say that they had “some influence over governments.” 4 They had pio¬ 
neered conventions on civil and political rights through the Pan-American Union 
(later renamed the Organization of American States [OAS]). Its Inter-American 
Commission of Women was created in 1928 to remove all legal incapacities of 
women and ensure that they enjoyed full civil and political rights. It was respon¬ 
sible for the Montevideo Convention on the Nationality of Married Women (1933) 
and two other conventions—the Inter-American Convention on the Granting 
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of Civil Rights to Women (1948) and the Convention on the Political Rights of 
Women (1952). 5 As Ana Figueroa notes, “At the San Francisco Conference, the 
delegations of Brazil, Mexico and the Dominican Republic, with the support of 
the delegation of Chile, presented important amendments in order to include 
specific mention of the equality of rights for men and women in the Charter .” 6 
The handful of women participating in this event collaborated with forty-two 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to ensure that the phrase “respect for 
human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all, without distinction as to 
race, sex, language, or religion” was included in Article 1 of the Charter . 7 They 
also succeeded in changing the language of the Preamble and the Charter from 
“equal rights among men” to read “equal rights among men and women.” 

Women at the UN were able to have a significant impact on the founding 
principles of the world body in its early years because of their decades of experi¬ 
ence as activists in freedom struggles, peace movements, political forums, and 
trade unions. 8 Several of these women had combat or military experience or had 
worked in resistance movements (see box 1.2). Bodil Begtrup, the chairperson of 
the Sub-commission on the Status of Women, had worked with the League of 
Nations and was a member of the Danish resistance in World War II. Minerva 
Bernardino had held a number of executive positions within her government, 
from which she fought to include women’s rights in the laws of her country. She 
was also a member of the Inter-American Commission on Women. Sophie 
Grinberg-Vinaver, the chief of the women’s section in the UN Secretariat from 
1959 to 1962, had been active in the French resistance and was known to be a 
passionate advocate of women’s rights. Margaret Bruce, chief of the Section on 
the Status of Women from 1963 to 1973, had served in the British military during 
World War II. Chafika Selami-Meslem, who was head of the Division for the 
Advancement of Women in the UN Secretariat for ten years and headed the 
Algerian delegation to the Mexico world conference on women in 1975, had fought 
the French during her country’s struggle for independence as a teenager. Marie- 
Helene Lefaucheux, who chaired the Commission on the Status of Women in 
1948, was also the head of the Comite Social des Oeuvres de la Resistance and 
received the Legion d’Honneur for her underground work during the years when 
France was occupied. Mihir Pektas, a member of the CSW in 1948, was a former 
member of parliament in Turkey. Each of these women brought a commitment 
to a style of work that valued coalitions with other excluded and oppressed groups, 
which gave moral weight to the work they engaged in. Though they came from 
diverse backgrounds, their shared commitment to women’s rights gave the tiny 
alliance of women great strength as it worked to influence the language of the 
UN texts. 
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The UN was not the first international or intergovernmental body to deal 
with questions that affected the status of women. Indeed, the groundwork for 
its Charter had already been laid by the Hague Conventions on Private Interna¬ 
tional Law in 1902, 9 the Covenant of the League of Nations in 1924, the Pan- 
American Union’s Lima Declaration of 1938, and the Declaration of Philadel¬ 
phia of the International Labour Conference in 1944. 10 In terms of language and 
thought, the Charter was more progressive than these documents and quite cat¬ 
egorically declared its belief in the equal rights of men and women. However, 
only about half of the UN’s member countries gave women unrestricted rights 
to vote and hold public office, and very few countries found it necessary to in¬ 
clude women in their delegations. 

The women who were present at the Charter conference were aware that 
previous attempts by women to obtain international recognition of women’s 
right to equality in the UN’s predecessor, the League of Nations, had brought 
mixed results. 11 They saw the birth of another forum as a new opportunity to 
take their past campaigns forward. They succeeded this time. Women inscribed 
their identity as holders of rights in the founding documents of the UN—the 
UN Charter (1945) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). 
Minerva Bernardino, Bertha Lutz, Wu Yi-Fan, and Virginia Gildersleeve used 
their influence to create a separate human rights body for advancing women’s 
rights in the UN almost immediately thereafter; what would become the Com¬ 
mission on the Status of Women was established as a subcommission of the 
UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in 1946. 12 Its mandate was to 
prepare reports and make recommendations to ECOSOC about women’s equal¬ 
ity as it related to political, social, economic, civil, and educational rights. From 
its inception, the CSW embedded its goals and thinking in the ideology of hu¬ 
man rights that permeated the UN’s founding documents. This was a significant 
accomplishment at a time when most public agencies across the world viewed 
women either as mothers or as recipients of welfare services, not as citizens with 
individual rights. 

Several women who had participated in the League of Nations as delegates or 
as members of committees later served in the Commission on the Status of 
Women. 13 The experience Latin American women brought was particularly valu¬ 
able to the early work of women in the UN. In the League of Nations, women 
from Latin American countries had asked that body to draft an equal rights 
treaty and place it on the agenda of the assembly of the League. Latin American 
women had also asked the League to take the initiative in conducting an investi¬ 
gation of the legal status of women worldwide. The LACW was responsible for 
collecting data to enable the Conference of American States to look at the ques¬ 
tion of women’s civil and political equality; this was the first intergovernmental 
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Box 1.1. The Inter-American Commission of Women 

The IACW was the first intergovernmental body devoted to women’s 
issues. It was established in 1928 at the Sixth International Conference of 
American States in Havana, Cuba, as the result of extensive lobbying by a 
well-organized Pan-American women’s movement. Members of the IACW 
gained valuable experience in drafting an international convention in the 
1930s, when they worked on the Lima Declaration in Favor of Women’s 
Rights. The declaration listed women’s rights to equal political rights with 
men, civil equality, protective labor laws and the opportunity to work, and 
protective laws for mothers. The work of drafting the declaration, which 
was approved in 1938 at the Eighth International Conference of American 
States, prepared members of the IACW for the role they would play in the 
drafting of the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. 

Sources: Bartkowski, “Comparative Study of Women’s Activities in the In- 
ter-War Intergovernmental Organizations”; Miller, ‘“Geneva—the Key to 
Equality’”; “Eighth International Conference of American States, Inter-Ameri¬ 
can Commission on Women, The Lima Declaration in Favour of Women’s 
Rights, 1938,” Women Go Global. 


body of women to collect such data. During the 1930s, Latin American women 
consistently pressured the League to examine women’s status in member states 
and to collect information from governments and women’s NGOs. 14 The expe¬ 
rience of this group in drafting documents that granted political and civil rights 
to women helped the CSW prioritize its work by focusing on women’s political 
rights from the very beginning. The 1938 Lima Declaration prepared by the LACW 
inspired the CSW to take up a similar exercise at the UN. Latin American women 
were thus able to ensure that the CSW stole a march over the rest of the UN in 
preparing a convention on women’s political rights. 15 

A Space of One's Own: The CSW 

In her famous essay “A Room of One’s Own,” Virginia Woolf speaks of the 
longing of women in the early decades of the twentieth century to have the free¬ 
dom and courage to write exactly what they thought, finally concluding that this 
could not happen unless many women had enough money to live on and rooms 
of their own in which to think and write. Although a room of one’s own can be 
a productive place, it is also a lonely place, for one must remove oneself from the 
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Box 1.2. The First Commission on the Status of Women 

Jessie Mary Grey Street (Australia): Campaigned for equality of women, 
equal pay, the status of Aborigines, and world peace; Secretary of the 
National Council for Women in 1920. 

Evdokia U ralova (Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic): A history teacher 
and a senior executive in the Ministry of Education. 

Way Sung New (People’s Republic of China) 

Graciela Morales F. de Echeverria (Costa Rica): An executive in Costa 
Rica’s Social Security Office. 

Bodil Begtrup (Denmark): Chief film censor for Denmark. 

Marie Helene Lefaucheux (France): Vice President of the Assemblee de 
I’Union Frangaise; led the French Resistance to the occupation of Paris in 
the 1940s. 

Sara Basterrechea Ramirez (Guatemala): An organic chemist and sole 
woman member of the faculty of the University of San Carlos. 

Shareefah Hamid Ali (India): Organized the All India Women’s Conference 
in the 1920s and represented Indian women in many international gather¬ 
ings. 

Amalia C. de Castillo Ledon (Mexico): A playwright and active participant 
in women’s and social work. 

Alice Kandalft Cosma (Syria): An educator and writer who organized the 
Arab Women’s National League in Syria. 

Mihri Pektas (Turkey): University professor and former member of parliament. 

Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics): Law¬ 
yer and trade unionist. 

Mary Sutherland (United Kingdom): Leader in trade union activity and chief 
woman officer of the Labour Party. 

Dorothy Kenyon (United States): Former judge of the New York Municipal 
Court; active as a lawyer in civic and women’s organizations. 

Isabel de Urdaneta (Venezuela): Teacher and diplomat active in the work 
of the Pan-American Union. 

Source: Women Go Global. 
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mainstream of society in that room. The notion of “special space” or a “place of 
one’s own” in the UN, as in any other organization, is fraught with problems. 
The notion of equality as sameness suggests that there is no need for special 
space for women in an organization such as the UN, which states in its seminal 
documents that it makes no distinction on the basis of sex. Yet one must ask why 
women would have wanted their own space within the UN if they were comfort¬ 
able in the mainstream. These issues of whether to remain separate or integrate 
with the mainstream—“the common life which is the real life and not of the 
little separate lives which we live as individuals,” as Woolf put it—continue to 
haunt efforts to land UN values on the ground. Excluded groups in particular 
face this dilemma and find their own spaces enabling as places from which to 
strategize before going into broader arenas. 

In the early debates there was hesitation among member states to interna¬ 
tionalize the issue of women’s equality. Many states considered this to be an 
intrusion into the sovereignty of nations: they felt that the status of women was 
tied to national and cultural traditions and that setting an international stan¬ 
dard would encroach upon national sovereignty. 16 This view had been in place 
for decades in the international community; when the League of Nations asked 
for information on the status of women in 1935, the United Kingdom replied 
with the following statement: “The extent to which effect should be given in any 
State to the principle of the equality of the sexes is a matter for that State to 
determine under its domestic law according to its own circumstances and re¬ 
quirements.” 17 This question of sovereignty of states and the universalist quality 
of various international covenants continues to challenge the United Nations in 
its attempt to set standards. While its articulation that women and their free¬ 
doms should be subjected to the discretion of nation-states is one of the more 
contested examples, there are many other issues, such as culture or governance, 
where the sovereignty of states continues to challenge multilateral agreements 
or the rule of international law. 

At the UN, the cause of equality for women found its home under the rubric 
of human rights, which gave it the platform from which to enter political and 
legal discourse. At the same time, the Commission on the Status of Women 
claimed autonomy from the Commission on Human Rights. This move was 
controversial among the small group of women in the UN. Eleanor Roosevelt, 
chair of the Commission on Human Rights, felt that that body would have more 
clout than a small commission devoted to women’s issues and worried that a 
separate commission would marginalize women and their issues at the UN. 18 
Her U.S. colleague Virginia Gildersleeve agreed. She spoke of how special mecha¬ 
nisms such as a separate commission for women contradicted the ideal of equal¬ 
ity between the sexes. “Women should be regarded as human beings_If they 
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should be segregated in this special feminine Commission, then it might well 
happen that the men would keep them out of other commissions or groups, 
saying that they had plenty of scope in their own organization. This would be 
contrary to what we were working for—no discrimination because of sex .” 19 
But Bodil Begtrup’s arguments prevailed. She told ECOSOC that 

in view of the importance of this world-wide social scheme which covers, in fact, 
the condition of half the population of the world, the work ought to have the best 
possible working conditions and not be dependent upon another Commission, 
and that it would give this work more weight in the social field if it was done by a 
full Commission. 

She was blunt; the view that women’s problems should not be separated from 
those of men was “purely unrealistic and academic.” She pointed out that for the 
first time, women’s problems could be studied on an international level and that 
it would be a tragedy to spoil the historic opportunity by “confusing the wish 
with the fact .” 20 In the normal course, a body that focused on women’s issues 
would have been located in agencies that dealt with social issues and human 
rights issues; the independence of an autonomous commission devoted to women 
served women well. John P. Humphrey, the first director of the UN Secretariat 
Division of Human Rights, recalled in his memoirs that “there was no more 
independent body in the UN. Many governments . . . appointed ... as their 
representatives women who were militants in their own countries .” 21 

Within a month of Begtrup’s speech, ECOSOC raised the status of the sub¬ 
commission to a full commission. The reasons for this speedy decision are not 
on public record. Speculation on the possible reasons ranges from the likelihood 
that women were able to convince ECOSOC that the male-dominated human 
rights “mainstream” was too turbulent and politicized to be useful to women to 
the argument that women’s issues were not considered important and therefore 
there was no objection (from the men) to dealing with them separately . 22 

In less than a year, the United Nations office for women’s affairs that Begtrup 
had asked for materialized as the Section on the Status of Women within the 
Division of Human Rights. But again, there were nonbelievers within the UN 
who held the view that it was not necessary to have a separate women’s secre¬ 
tariat and that human rights were gender neutral. Political pressure to maintain 
a distinct and identifiable women’s rights unit protected the section over the 
next forty-five years, although the financial resources allocated to it were mea¬ 
ger . 23 

The justification for “special space” went in tandem with another belief held 
by women in the UN: that women’s issues concern everyone and that account¬ 
ability must be built into all parts of the system. Begtrup’s speech of May 1946 to 
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ECOSOC reflects this: “work is to be done by different specialized agencies of 
the United Nations and not just this Commission,” and again, “we have to work 
closely together and many of the things will have to be carried on between these 
various specialized agencies, such as UNESCO, the ILO, and other sub-commis¬ 
sions .” 24 

From its inception, the CSW was conscious of the close functional and ideo¬ 
logical links it needed to build and preserve with the other human rights bodies 
in general and specialized agencies and programs in particular. Besides the In¬ 
ternational Labour Organization, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization, the World Health Organization (WHO), and the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Sub-Commission on the Prevention of 
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, a unit of the Commission on Hu¬ 
man Rights, was an important ally. Representatives of these bodies could sit in 
on the CSW meetings and vice versa. There was also provision for collaborative 
ventures—sharing of and commenting on reports, requests for preparation of 
studies, and so forth. This kind of interagency collaboration on the subject of 
women’s rights broadened the perspective as well as the network of accountabil¬ 
ity. It sent a clear message that women’s issues did not just relate to the CSW; in 
fact, it challenged the likelihood of ghettoization and predicted what feminists 
would say much later: “All issues are women’s issues.” 

This period, then, saw two different sets of energies flowing simultaneously. 
Agencies worked together on various aspects dealing with women’s status and 
women’s rights without any functional link except collaboration and coordina¬ 
tion on issue-based themes; their functional mandates included women and the 
presence of the CSW enabled the mandate to be dealt with in a better way. The 
other energy was in the creation and strengthening of women-only mecha¬ 
nisms—whether they were laws, secretariat units, or commissions. There was no 
sense of contradiction between these two strategies because at a pragmatic level 
both were needed and women in the UN believed that what worked well was 
what was needed rather than a theoretical formulation about how to deal with 
an issue. 

Even though the new Commission on the Status of Women was a small 
group—it started with only fifteen members—its members used their institu¬ 
tional status wisely and effectively. Commission members regularly attended the 
meetings of the Commission on Human Rights as it worked through the long 
and arduous process of drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR). Articles of the draff declaration were sent to the CSW for comment, 
and commission members insisted that the language of the declaration be gen¬ 
der specific and gender inclusive . 25 The Preamble to the UDHR refers to the 
Charter of the UN as reaffirming faith in the “equal rights of men and women.” 
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The document uses language such as “members of the human family” (Preamble) 
and “all human beings” (Article I). Like the Charter, the UDHR uses the phrase 
“men and women.” 

This accomplishment did not come easily; women had to struggle with male 
drafters of the declaration to convince them to change “all men” to “all human 
beings.” The UDHR enumerates basic rights and freedoms to which all men and 
women are entitled—among them the right to life, to work, to education, to 
liberty and nationality, to participate in government, to freedom of speech, to 
freedom of religion, to freedom of belief, and to freedom from fear. It describes 
rights as inalienable and indivisible. Yet the idea that these rights apply to every 
single human being was not clear in the draft formulation of its first article, 
which said, “All men are created equal.” Hansa Mehta, an Indian delegate to the 
meeting of the human rights drafting committee, protested at the use of this 
gender-opaque language. “That would never do,” she said. ‘“All men’ might be 
interpreted to exclude women.” Eleanor Roosevelt disagreed. She came from a 
long tradition of women’s activism in the United States that based its actions on 
women’s special needs as workers. She supported gender-inclusive language, but 
she tried to bridge the gap between “difference” feminism and “equality” femi¬ 
nism with the statement that she “wished to make it clear that equality did not 
mean identical treatment for men and women in all matters; there were certain 
cases, as for example the case of maternity benefits, where different treatment 
was essential .” 26 She argued that the women of the United States had never felt 
they were left out of the Declaration of Independence because it said “all men.” 
But she eventually had to agree with the other women, mostly from developing 
countries, who felt strongly on this point. Thirty-two countries voted in favor of 
the change; only two voted against it and three abstained. The language was 
changed from “all men” to “all human beings.” While changing or adding words 
might look like an exercise in semantics, language as it describes phenomena has 
been a source of bias, of introducing hierarchies in values, of expressing preju¬ 
dices and distortion. Introducing new language has been one of the tools the 
women’s movement has used to readjust these hierarchies and be inclusive of 
difference; this effort continues from the past into the future throughout this 
historical narrative. 

Early Notions of Women’s Rights 

The dialogues and discourses about women’s equality reveal differences of 
opinion about how special measures intended to compensate for entrenched 
disadvantages or protect certain characteristics of a social group might deprive 
that group of the right to be treated equally. Such debates about difference had 
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been present when the League of Nations was drafting an equal rights treaty in 
the 1930s. 27 

The issue of workers’ rights provides the clearest example of this debate. Should 
women be treated as workers with special needs that require policies that gave 
them maternity benefits or prohibited them from working at night or on hazard¬ 
ous jobs? One argument was that special arrangements smacked of discrimi¬ 
nation, albeit positive discrimination; this argument viewed the strategy as in¬ 
compatible with the overall struggle by women to dismantle inequality. Agencies 
such as the ILO worked hard in this period to find a position that would accom¬ 
modate both the difference argument (by providing protective legislation for 
women workers) and the equality position (by avoiding all protective legislation) , 28 

Those who claimed to speak for the cause of women workers defined their 
needs in the context of competing social roles. They maintained that the posi¬ 
tion of women in society could be improved only if legislation addressed their 
special needs as workers, wives, and mothers in addition to the rights they were 
entitled to share with men. Sex-based legislation regarding working hours and 
working conditions, in their opinion, would improve the health and welfare of 
women, as would social policies to protect mothers and children. Trade union¬ 
ists and reformers who had fought hard for paid maternity leave, minimum wages, 
and the regulation of working hours did not welcome initiatives that threatened 
protective legislation . 29 

Finding a way out of this knotted thicket is difficult, as the implications are 
vital for ensuring justice to women. That the right of women to equality with 
men is seen to be in opposition to women’s rights to protection in certain areas 
arises from the fuzziness that surrounds the concept of equality itself. What does 
“equality” mean? Does it mean giving women exactly the same rights as men, 
even when men do not have adequate rights in the workplace and as citizens? 
Does it mean writing laws that give special consideration to women because 
they bear children in order to “level the playing field” for women workers? How 
can an international convention designed to give all the women of the world 
equality be reconciled with differences in political and economic spaces and 
opportunities, much less the cultural and religious practices of individual states 
that inhibit such ideas? What kind of ideology could be constructed that would 
encompass the seemingly opposed concepts that women are both different from 
and equal to men? 

In the early period, the UN emphasized the equality of rights of both men 
and women; this was a crucial component of its founding principles. It placed a 
premium on the principle of equal access to resources (education, positions of 
power, etc.) and highlighted the importance of legislation as a way to bring equal¬ 
ity to women in the areas of labor law, marriage, citizenship, and political par- 
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ticipation. To the founders of the UN’s seminal documents, special provisions to 
ensure equality for women seemed inevitable. It was much later that the UN 
learned from its experience of working with women that it is not equality of 
treatment but equality of outcomes that is crucial to ensuring women’s equality. 

At a normative and prescriptive level, the idea of men and women having 
equal rights was itself quite new. Until the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, no international treaty or legal instrument had expressed this value in 
clear and unambiguous terms. In parts of the world, as in old English law, women 
were not seen as capable of having legal rights to own property or cast a vote and 
were treated as chattel. The UN broke new ground by inscribing equality be¬ 
tween men and women into its founding texts and creating a separate human 
rights body exclusively for women, even though a clear understanding of what 
equality meant was still elusive. Women did not speak with one voice, though 
they were all committed to the ideal of gender equality, and they were as divided 
as the men were in their opinions and statements. 

A comparison of Eleanor Roosevelt’s “Open Letter to the Women of the World” 
(February 1946), which she read at one of the first sessions of ECOSOC, with 
Bodil Begtrup’s speech on the status of women in the second session of ECOSOC 
(May 1946) is instructive about the different strategies women pursued. Eleanor 
Roosevelt’s “Open Letter” dwelled in depth on the role and contributions of 
women in the war effort as well as in other civic and citizenship fields, mainly 
peace and reconstruction. While the document emphasized women’s capabili¬ 
ties and capacities and how they are to be used for national and international 
tasks, it gave equal weight to how their primary duty lies in childbearing and 
child rearing. It did not expend words on what “women’s status” or “women’s 
equality” meant. Bodil Begtrup’s address was a forthright mapping of the road 
to equality “to raise the status of women to equality with men in all fields of 
human enterprise” through the agency of the new Sub-commission on the Sta¬ 
tus of Women. It was a summary of a charter for women’s progress in political, 
civil, social, and economic fields based on the principle of equality of rights. 

The difference in approach can be traced to the political traditions of the two 
camps. Eleanor Roosevelt came from a tradition of women activists who had 
fought long and hard for suffrage for women. In the extremely conservative po¬ 
litical environment of the United States, and after eight decades of activism that 
tried every strategy, women were finally able to convince enough members of 
Congress to vote for women’s suffrage because of the service they performed 
during World War I; they had proved their capacity to be good citizens. Roosevelt 
based her arguments for women’s rights on what she was familiar with: women 
deserve rights because of their contributions to the world, because they have 
accomplished or proven certain things. On the other hand, the majority of the 
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women at the subcommission had come from movements that struggled for 
freedom from colonialism, religious fundamentalism, and so forth, and so had 
an expanded view of rights that was more close to the right to be free of domina¬ 
tion of various kinds. The mixed responses to the debate that followed the read¬ 
ing of the “Open Letter” reflected the lack of clarity about rights and equality. 
While all speakers asked for a better deal for women, some (both men and women, 
including Roosevelt) stressed the roles, responsibilities, and contributions of 
women, especially in the just-concluded war, and urged women to come for¬ 
ward and share in the work of peace and reconstruction. These individuals did 
not speak of women’s rights or lack of rights. No one conjoined the two or spoke 
of rights and responsibilities going in tandem. Many underlined that in their 
countries men and women enjoyed the same rights and privileges, that they had 
already achieved equality, but that in other countries women “still walk fed] in 
obscurity.” Marie-Helen Lefaucheux, chair of the CSW in 1948, pointed out that 
these attitudes were divisive: the “habit so dear to some delegates, of dwelling 
complacently on the perfections of the systems in their own countries in refer¬ 
ence to any subject brought up” hampered the work of defining equality and 
moving forward to achieve it. 30 

Political Rights 

Within a year of its being founded in 1945, the UN took the imaginative step 
of advocating that women be given full political suffrage worldwide. This step 
was radical at the time; only thirty of the original fifty-one member states al¬ 
lowed women to vote. 31 The call for suffrage for women emanated from the Sub¬ 
commission on the Status of Women. This daring act at once gave millions of 
women the world over access to what was till then distant, if not taboo, political 
territory. Bodil Begtrup asked ECOSOC to “direct an appeal to the governments 
of the United Nations that have not yet accorded suffrage to the women.” 32 Suf¬ 
frage meant “equal political rights with men, in particular in regard to the right 
to vote and to be elected to public office on equal terms with men.” 33 The found¬ 
ing belief underlying work to bring suffrage to all women was that “political 
rights and development are fundamental.” 34 This formulation was in itself path¬ 
breaking and farsighted, as subsequent experience was to show. 

During the first decade after its birth, the UN provided and sustained the 
drive for suffrage for women. In 1952, the UN put the campaign for women’s 
suffrage on a legal footing. That year, the General Assembly adopted the Con¬ 
vention on Political Rights of Women “to implement the principle of equality of 
rights for men and women contained in the Charter of the United Nations.” The 
convention was to bind the countries in contract to ensure that: 
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Article I: Women shall be entitled to vote in all elections on equal terms with men, 
without any discrimination. 

Article II: Women shall be eligible for election to all publicly elected bodies, estab¬ 
lished by national law, on equal terms with men, without any discrimination. 

Article III: Women shall be entitled to hold public office and to exercise all public 
functions, established by national law, on equal terms with men, without any dis¬ 
crimination . 35 

The process the UN adopted from the beginning was itself a crucial factor in 
the progress achieved in promoting suffrage for women. The Secretary-General 
put the issue of suffrage for women high on the agenda of all seventy-four UN 
member governments at the time and called upon them to furnish progress re¬ 
ports. The responses received were closely monitored by the CSW, and the re¬ 
sults were periodically reported to the General Assembly. 

In 1954, the UN Secretary-General complimented the CSW for “faithfully seek¬ 
ing to carry out its mandate.” He added that “the Commission could note with 
pride that as a result of its activities, the United Nations, under the authority of 
the General Assembly, had sponsored the opening of an International Conven¬ 
tion on Political Rights of Women under which women would have the right to 
vote, to be elected, to hold all public offices and to discharge all public func¬ 
tions.” Thirty-five countries signed the Convention and three countries depos¬ 
ited instruments of ratification, the first being the Dominican Republic. 36 

However, there were serious impediments to achieving the UN’s goal of uni¬ 
versal suffrage. During the first decade of 1946-1955, when the UN was in the 
forefront of the campaign for suffrage, a number of member countries were still 
under colonial rule. They had no democratic regimes. In such countries there 
was no scope for suffrage for women. But from the 1950s onward, as the national 
liberation struggles succeeded in overthrowing colonial rule, the issue of suf¬ 
frage for women received fresh impetus. The demand for women’s right to vote 
was fueled by local political formations that included women who were active in 
the liberation and other social movements of their respective countries. 

A View from the South 

The composition of the UN was changing rapidly by the 1960s. From 1956 to 
1963, almost all the new member states admitted to the UN were Third World 
countries and the newly liberated countries of Africa. 37 Many of them sent women 
as delegates. Women who represented the developing countries were often those 
who had participated in the struggles against colonial rule and in the many so¬ 
cioeconomic campaigns that accompanied them. 38 In many countries, these 
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Box 1.3. Women in Freedom Struggles 

In developing countries ... particularly in those under colonial rule, it 
had often been the struggle for independence in which women par¬ 
ticipated that had led to petitioning for equal political rights with men. 
This was the case, for example, in Mexico, but it was not until 1953 
that women gained the right to vote in that country. In the early 1900s, 
Palestinian women had organized to protest against British occupa¬ 
tion of Palestine and in 1919, Egyptian women had marched in the 
streets of Cairo. Women in India had their consciousness raised by 
the movement against colonialism and had played key political as 
well as military roles in a number of their own peasant uprisings. In 
the Philippines as early as 1904, the first public debates about gen¬ 
der equality had started and the first two formal women’s organiza¬ 
tions which were established in the early 1900s both carried the name 
feministas. The early suffragists in the Philippines in the media, in the 
Philippine Assembly, in schools, and in other public and private gath¬ 
erings, advocated for women’s right to vote. But the right to vote was 
not achieved by women in the Philippines until 1937. Women’s move¬ 
ments have often been intertwined with broader movements for politi¬ 
cal and social change. 

Source: Women Go Global. 


movements had raised the banner of women’s emancipation from their en¬ 
trenched positions within patriarchal and feudal structures. Political freedom, 
democratic rights for the people, and women’s emancipation were often 
interlinked themes for struggle in these countries. For example, Gandhi’s lead¬ 
ership provided the incentive for large numbers of Indian women to take part in 
the freedom movement and in struggles for their rights as women. 

These women extended the concept of women’s equality beyond legal equal¬ 
ity in civil and political rights to equal participation in nation-building, social 
and economic development, the strengthening of civic responsibilities, and the 
overall improvement of the status of women. Equality for women became in¬ 
creasingly transposed into the debates on development. The work of the Com¬ 
mission on the Status of Women in the 1960s took them “beyond the negotiating 
tables in New York and Geneva and into the fields and rice paddies of the devel¬ 
oping world.” 39 

The increase and change in the composition of UN members served to modify 
or enrich the issues. In addition to the issues of citizenship, nationality, property, 
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suffrage, and civil and political rights that were already on board, other issues 
such as illiteracy, poor health, and the absence of professional and vocational 
education were put on the agenda. 40 Though female poverty, especially mass 
poverty, had not yet captured attention on the UN stage, the conventional belief 
was that the problems of underdevelopment or lack of development were the 
result of poverty, which in turn was the outcome of lack of economic growth. 41 


Box 1.4.Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit: The First 
Woman President of UN General Assembly 

Born in 1900, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit was the sister of Jawaharlal Nehru, 
the first prime minister of India. She herself had been active in the Inde¬ 
pendence Movement in her country and had been imprisoned many times 
in connection with the civil disobedience movement led by Mahatma Gandhi. 
Pandit campaigned for and was elected as a member of the Legislative 
Assembly of the United Provinces in 1937. She went on to become the 
Minister for Local Self-Government and Public Health. Pandit was linked to 
women’s groups and served as the president of the All India Women’s 
Conference from 1941 to 1943. She was also appointed as the Indian am¬ 
bassador to the Soviet Union (1947) and to the United States (1949). She 
created history when she became the first woman to be elected president 
of the UN General Assembly at its eighth session in 1953. Her strong ideo¬ 
logical moorings were reflected in her work. In an interview for the United 
Nations Bulletin in 1953, she spoke of her philosophy: 

Those of us who have been brought up under the shadow of Gandhi 
and trained under his leadership must inevitably approach interna¬ 
tional problems from his angle. It is for this reason that we are occa¬ 
sionally misunderstood. The great contribution that Mahatma Gandhi 
made was his insistence that means are as important as ends and 
that if the goal towards which we travel is a good one, we cannot 
employ means that are unworthy. In our own small way we attempt to 
apply this principle in our own work in the United Nations. . . . The 
United Nations’ existence depends on its ability to translate the noble 
words and high ideals of the Charter into the lives of the humblest 
individuals in the smallest nations. 

Sources: “A Famous Woman of India,” available online at http:// 
www.ozedesi.com/News/NewsDetails.asp?NewslD=12;“The Growing Role 
of Women in the General Assembly,” United Nations Bulletin 13, no. 10 (15 
November 1952), 451. 
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The profile of women workers that was becoming visible was no longer com¬ 
posed only of the factory worker protected by labor laws of earlier decades or 
the professional or technical worker whose job was regulated by prescribed ser¬ 
vice conditions and written contracts. The new groupings were the masses of 
women in developing countries who lacked legal protection and worked as house¬ 
hold or subsistence workers or workers in handicrafts or cottage industries. These 
women workers suffered daily exploitation, yet they contributed to their na¬ 
tional economies through their productive and creative skills. They did not have 
a healthy or hygienic working environment, were not members of unions, had 
no social security benefits, were abused by their employers, and had to suffer 
from the malpractices of middlemen . 42 

The ILO’s sphere of influence did not extend to these vast millions of women, 
many of whom were not even counted as workers in their country’s or the UN’s 
statistical systems. The invisibility of much of the work of poor women of the 
developing countries was a theme the UN system and the CSW would address in 
future decades. These types of women workers became the subject of all the UN 
agencies. They were the labor in the “unorganized sector,” later named the “in¬ 
formal sector” and the “informal economy.” But during this initial period, the 
reality of the world’s majority of women workers succeeded in impinging on 
UN consciousness. The process of learning initiated in this period would take 
the UN far in succeeding decades when concepts of measurement and valuation 
of women’s work would engage the minds and pens of women researchers and 
economists. 

Grappling with “Customs” 

As early as the 1950s, the UN confronted the prototypes of what later would 
be called human rights violations against women and children. There was the 
incident of the Greek mothers whose children had been abducted and had not 
been repatriated (1950). 43 There was the plight of women survivors of concen¬ 
tration camps who were subjected to so-called medical experiments during the 
Nazi regime. Many of these had become stateless persons who could not count 
on the legal protection of any state government and therefore could not obtain 
compensation for their sufferings. 

The UN responded to all these abuses and violations of women’s rights and 
equality on a case-by-case basis. In some cases, the response was through legisla¬ 
tion—as, for example, in the case of child marriage. In the case of the abduction 
of the children of Greek mothers, all the CSW could do was to send a resolution 
to the General Assembly expressing the hope that the efforts of the UN Secre¬ 
tary-General and the Red Cross would put an end to the agony of the mothers. 
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In the case of the victims of Nazis, the CSW asked ECOSOC to ask the Social 
Commission and the WHO to attend to the plight of those affected by war. 

One of the most contentious issues during this period was related to what 
was considered to be “personal” or in the realm of “customs and traditions.” A 
process of evolution in naming the problem took place. First, “customs” were 
viewed as barbaric, then “barbaric” became “violence against women,” and finally 
“violence against women” became “rights violations.” The debates that led to 
these shifts offer a poignant illustration of the complexities of standard-setting. 
The case of what was later called “female genital mutilation” (FGM) in Africa 
(later changed to female genital cutting by the end of the twentieth century) first 
came to the attention of the UN in the early 1950s from the WHO in Africa. 
Within the UN, no precise name had been found for this violation. It was first 
referred to as “ritual operations,” then “ritual practices,” and then to “operations 
based on custom.” The initial reaction was to ask the member states to abolish 
all such customs that violate the dignity and security of persons. In 1952, ECOSOC, 
acting on the recommendations of the CSW, asked member states to “abolish 
progressively ... all customs that violate the physical integrity of women and 
which thereby violate the dignity and worth of the human person as proclaimed 
in the Charter and in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” 44 The resolu¬ 
tion pointed out that in the trust and non-self-governing territories, certain preva¬ 
lent customs violated the physical integrity of women, thereby violating their 
human rights. There were no discriminatory or unequal laws, only the force of 
custom and tradition. Though FGM was the most publicized issue, several oth¬ 
ers fell under the general rubric of violations of the bodily integrity of women 
and girls, such as child marriage, bride price, and dowry. 

In 1954, the General Assembly, despite some debate, approved a resolution to 
take appropriate measures to abolish practices that violated human rights. It did 
not include any specific references to FGM but cited issues such as eliminating 
child marriages, bride price, and dowry and guaranteeing widows the custody of 
children and the right to remarry. In 1958, the specific practice of FGM was taken 
up for discussion, and the CSW asked the WHO to conduct an “inquiry” into 
the “persistence of these practices.” ECOSOC diluted the word “inquiry” by us¬ 
ing a weaker substitute “study.” 45 The WHO turned down the request, stating 
that it was outside its competence because the matter was “cultural, not medical, 
and was thus outside its jurisdiction.” 46 The WHO’s negative reply, which came 
from its Executive Board, was later confirmed by the WHO Health Assembly in 
1959. Neither African women nor their communities were noticeable players on 
this issue in these early decades. African women’s voices, especially, were not 
heard because they were still living under colonial rule. 47 

In this first period, there was already an imperceptible shift away from a judg- 
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mental approach to a more realistic and consultative one, with an underlying 
message that the countries concerned should “own” the problem. In i960, al¬ 
though ECOSOC changed terminology from “ritual operations” to “operations 
based on customs,” it noted with approval that countries were trying to work 
toward elimination of these practices. But it had already become a North-South 
issue based on questions such as who was entitled to define or to name a practice 
as a rights violation. 

The concern that any type of intervention might be perceived as outsider 
interference in traditional practices and ways of life lay just beneath the surface 
at the UN. Some argued that education would change these deeply rooted cus¬ 
toms and others worried about the possibility that following this policy would 
be construed as violation of the Charter, which forbids interference in domestic 
affairs. Even in this early part of the story, the difficulties of finding a universal 
norm or standard were apparent. 

Rights Are Indivisible 

In the “mainstream” UN—if one can call it that—human rights followed a 
set trajectory. The UDHR was followed by two international covenants—one on 
civil and political rights and the other on economic, social, and cultural rights. 
The former were termed “negative rights” and the latter “positive rights .” 48 The 
positive rights were to be progressively achieved while the negative rights were 
to be immediately applied and achieved. This insistence on separation and 
prioritization of rights reflected the impact of Cold War ideological hostilities 
and anxieties. 

During the Cold War, there was a strong difference of opinion about the rank¬ 
ing of the different types of rights. Western nations were arguing basically for 
civil and political rights, while the socialist countries, and some developing coun¬ 
tries, were arguing for greater emphasis on social and economic rights. The West 
argued that there was a denial of civil and political rights in the East and the East 
argued that there was deep inequality in the West linked to economic injustice. 
It is said that in the General Assembly this was a dividing line that often thwarted 
the consensus that was necessary to pass various legislation. Since the develop¬ 
ing countries had been colonized by countries who claimed to honor civil and 
political rights but had in fact violated those rights in their rule over them, and 
since their main concern was to find ways of overcoming widespread poverty, 
they were often in alliance with the socialists, and the Eastern bloc often sup¬ 
ported the arguments of these countries. 

But in the substream, or the women’s stream, this division was neither ac¬ 
cepted nor applied. In this holistic vision, the issues of human rights, the status 
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of women, peace, and development were all linked. From the beginning of its 
work in 1946-1947, the CSW looked at the reality of women’s lives on the ground 
and formatted its work plan to suit that reality. The conventions that moved 
through the CSW or in collaboration with the ILO related not only to political 
rights and nationality but also to issues of equal wages, suppression of trafficking 
and the exploitation of prostitution, consent to marriage, minimum age of mar¬ 
riage and registration of marriages, night work and women, discrimination in 
employment and occupation, and so forth. The CSW saw the links between the 
economic, the social, and the political and acted upon them. Responding to a 
report on discrimination in education against minorities, it observed that “equal¬ 
ity in educational opportunities was closely linked to equality in political, eco¬ 
nomic, civil and social matters. Education for girls should be compulsory and 
the curricula for boys and girls should be identical.” 49 In considering the issue 
of equal pay for equal work, the CSW made the refreshing observation that 
“equal pay for equal work was as important to the status of women as the right 
to vote.” 50 The indivisibility of human rights has always been an article of faith 
with the women of the UN. 

Women spoke out against the fragmentation of rights, even when it was 
women doing the fragmenting. When the CSW discussed the political rights of 
women separately in November 1946, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, a leader in the free¬ 
dom movement, observed that it was wrong to speak of the rights of women 
apart from the rights of human beings as a whole. She believed that if it is neces¬ 
sary to single out the rights of women, all rights should be cited, not just politi¬ 
cal rights. 51 There was general support among the women of the commission for 
this point of view. But there was a variety of opinions about how to address the 
issue. They included mentioning economic and social rights in addition to po¬ 
litical rights or dropping the word “political” from the resolution in question 
altogether so that the General Assembly’s recommendations to member states 
did not focus on any one particular set of rights of women. The debates in the 
assembly indicated that there was support for widening the scope of the resolu¬ 
tion, but in the end the resolution recommended that all member states grant 
women “the same political rights as men.” 52 

Gathering Knowledge 

One of the first tasks the CSW identified under its mandate was the collection 
of data about women. What was women’s status worldwide? No one could an¬ 
swer this question because no comprehensive survey had ever been completed. 
The ILO had begun this work, as had the League of Nations, but the war had 
interrupted these efforts . 53 One thing was clear to commission members—there 
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were very noticeable gaps between the letter of the law and the reality on the 
ground. In the UN, these were apparent right from the beginning. Yet initial 
debates and discussions saw equality as a legal issue and the abolition of legal 
disabilities as sufficient to iron out disparities. The first period of UN history is 
often referred to as the era of women’s formal equality, but it is also the period 
when the difference between law and fact, between law and practice, became 
obvious. The down-to-earth working style of the early women institutional pio¬ 
neers in the UN helped make these disparities clear because they were very con¬ 
cerned with practical outcomes. Bodil Begtrup once referred to the UN Charter 
as a “working paper requiring implementation.” 54 The view of Begtrup and her 
colleagues on the CSW was that the earlier attempt of the League of Nations to 
study the question of women’s status suffered from the defect that it “only dealt 
with laws and not application, which we think is fundamental.” 55 

In 1947, the UN launched a worldwide information-gathering exercise using 
the questionnaire method. The survey form was called “Questionnaire on the 
Legal Status and Treatment of Women.” Responses started flowing regularly to 
the UN, containing an “unprecedented wealth of information . .. from nearly 
every region of the world. The success of the questionnaire approach ensured its 
future use as a tool in the survey of women’s issues.” 56 The information from 
various countries reinforced what the UN was finding through other sources of 
data and information—denial of access of services to women was based more 
on cultural practices and religious customs than on laws. 

In 1949, the UN sent another questionnaire to thirty-two countries concern¬ 
ing opportunities for women in education and the professions. It also launched 
a complementary study on how far these opportunities were actually realized in 
the field of women’s education. The studies aimed to pinpoint the nature and 
causes of the obstacles that hindered full equality of educational opportunities 
for women. While statistics were collected from member countries, the UN used 
nongovernmental and intergovernmental organizations to get qualitative infor¬ 
mation. It set up a committee of experts that consisted of mostly women educa¬ 
tors and social workers, including representatives from the Inter-American Com¬ 
mission of Women and the Moslem-Arab League. According to the Committee 
of Experts of UNESCO, “if women do not possess the same educational facilities 
as men, it is not for any psychological or pedagogical reason that could justify 
the existing qualitative and quantitative difference between the opportunities 
offered to boys and girls. The only established differences in intellectual apti¬ 
tudes are differences between individuals and not differences between the sexes.” 57 

In 1950, at the request of the CSW, the UN collected information from sev¬ 
enty-four countries on whether there were legal constraints to women’s right to 
vote and to stand for public office on the same terms as men. The results of the 
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survey showed that fifty-two countries provided equal political rights to men 
and women and twenty-two countries did not. In thirteen of the latter coun¬ 
tries, women were not permitted to vote or hold office, whereas in the remaining 
nine, women’s political rights were subject to conditions and requirements (such 
as owning property or educational qualifications) that were not required of men. 58 
In 1958, the ILO conducted a survey in seven Asian countries to identify the most 
urgent problems with respect to female labor. This in turn resulted in more re¬ 
search and expert groups and attracted the attention of the members of the CSW 
and other UN bodies. 59 

The UN also tackled the “culture” argument. UNESCO conducted anthropo¬ 
logical and sociological studies that questioned the assumptions of social scien¬ 
tists about the naturalness of sex differences. Sex roles were now seen not as 
mere indicators of differences between women and men but as markers of key 
social hierarchical divisions. These studies showed that culture and location, not 
only in terms of geographical space but also in terms of degrees or stages of 
economic development, played a critical role in determining the spaces women 
could use to move toward self-empowerment . 60 

UNESCO adopted a Convention Against Discrimination in Education in i960, 
which the UN adopted in 1962. 61 During the initial period of the UN’s existence, 
UNESCO studied and surveyed women in a large number of countries in Asia 
and Africa, including a pilot study on the political rights of women in Asia. The 
countries studied included: Mexico, Turkey, Nigeria and other countries in Sub- 
Saharan Africa, and Asian countries such as Burma, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Singapore, and the Philippines. The CSW and UNESCO collaborated 
in work of mutual interest related to women, education, and social and cultural 
development revolving around questions of access, contribution, participation, 
roles, and opportunity. 62 

One of the most significant contributions of UNESCO was its support of the 
CSW’s view that the existence of traditions and customs meant that mere legal 
equality was not sufficient to ensure equality. It was also necessary to change 
gender relations. Since gender relations were a part of the power structures in 
society, power could be claimed or leveled by the powerless only through politi¬ 
cal means. 

Through these conduits, a wealth of information poured into the UN from 
all parts of the world on diverse issues relating to the status of women. This 
helped the UN in general and the CSW and other agencies in particular to move 
away from a purely law-based strategy toward policies that addressed issues of 
inequality, lack of access, and discrimination. This is not to say that the CSW no 
longer believed in law as the agent of social change. But it was no longer the sole 
or even the most important factor. In fact, at the instance of the CSW and 
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ECOSOC, the UN General Assembly adopted conventions seeking to establish 
equality for women in areas as diverse as political rights, marriage laws, laws 
relating to nationality, and trafficking/slavery. 63 

The UN learned to go beyond the confines of formal equality bestowed by 
laws and to investigate why, in spite of the political rights enjoyed by women in 
many countries through the instrument of the law, the actual situation of women 
did not correspond fully with the legal situation. Its research revealed that “legal 
equality” does not mean that women actually hold public offices proportionally. 
Even in a fairly progressive and liberal country such as Sweden, only 6.6 percent 
of the Riksdag (legislative assembly) were women. The data showed that “only 
exceptionally does the percentage of women in any legislative assembly exceed 
ten.” The evolution of thinking at the UN about women’s equality is illustrated 
in the organization of the report of the Secretary-General on political discrimi¬ 
nation; it had two sections, one to address the “Situation in Law” and one to 
address the “Situation in Practice.” 64 These were among the first efforts of the 
UN to recognize the gap between ideas as enshrined in doctrinal documents and 
the reality as it operates, a gap it would repeatedly seek to narrow. 

Working Differently 

The UN’s strength lay in its capacity to serve as a global advocate for women 
so as to prevail over entrenched attitudes in member countries. Yet it was bound 
by the rules, norms, and ethos of international diplomacy. It could only suggest, 
recommend, show by example, and gently prod countries into action along de¬ 
sired paths. It had to think of new strategies and ways of working if it was to be 
a successful countervailing force for women in the community of nations. Women 
had to have distinctive working methods if they were to be effective within the 
UN. The seventeen women representatives in the first session of the UN General 
Assembly in London in 1946 quickly found a working style that was productive 
and creative. Eleanor Roosevelt had remarked during the UN General Assembly 
in 1946 that through informal meetings with her women colleagues, she achieved 
“more progress in reaching an understanding on some question before the United 
Nations than we had been able to achieve in the formal work of our commit¬ 
tees.” This discovery would influence her later work with the UN on human 
rights. 65 

The few women delegates in the General Assembly and the intergovernmen¬ 
tal organizations—along with the few women in the Secretariat—were wom¬ 
en on the “inside.” But a much larger constituency of women on the “outside” 
backed them. These were women from the nongovernmental organizations, in¬ 
tergovernmental organizations, women’s associations, trade unions, cooperatives, 


34 


Women, Development, and the UN 


academia, professional bodies, and political parties. Without their help, the few 
women inside the UN would have had fewer opportunities and would have had 
to struggle harder to make their views heard in the predominantly male gather¬ 
ings of the UN. As a tiny minority located in a huge organization that was part 
representative and part bureaucratic, they quickly realized the effectiveness of 
coming together on a common platform, whether that platform was issue-based 
or ideological. 

Women who were planning to push their agenda through the complicated 
organizational systems of the UN needed special ways of working and needed to 
forge alliances to make use of special structures and configurations of space. If 
the UN was the theater, the women were the players who used various styles of 
acting to reach their objective. Ways of working with men had to be modulated, 
divides had to be bridged; they had to use informal methods to supplement 
formal patterns of interactions, lateral movements rather than hierarchical. 

Strategic combinations of women located in different spaces in the system 
was a not-uncommon feature of these “acting styles.” Often a triangular alliance 
formed between three sets of women: women delegates to UN bodies, women 
working in the Secretariat and other parts of the UN, and women working out¬ 
side the UN, the representatives of nongovernmental organizations and acade¬ 
micians or other individuals who were working on the same issue. Such combi¬ 
nations, with some variations, have become an enduring feature of the style of 
women’s work at the UN. This alliance of the CSW, the UN Secretariat’s wom¬ 
en’s branch, and women in nongovernmental organizations became visible in 
the first debate in the UN General Assembly, when all three were referred to in 
the speeches. In 1950, Marie-Helene Lefaucheux, chair of the CSW, remarked 
that one of the “outstanding characteristics” of the CSW’s sessions was “the ex¬ 
cellent collaboration of the specialized agencies and the non-governmental or¬ 
ganizations.” She particularly mentioned the Inter-American Commission of 
Women, “a faithful ally and a great source of inspiration.” 66 

The consultative arrangement whereby women working with nongovern¬ 
mental organizations were accredited to sit in the meetings of ECOSOC was a 
device that promoted interaction. Many of the NGOs that had consultative sta¬ 
tus with ECOSOC and attended CSW meetings in the early years, such as the 
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom and the Inter-American 
Commission on Women, were active in the peace movement. Some of these or¬ 
ganizations regularly sent a representative to the CSW meetings. 

This different style of work and use of ingenious ways to promote the agenda 
of the CSW happened on many occasions. One example is women’s strategic use 
of the Third Committee of the General Assembly as a way to bring issues to the 
larger body. The social committee of ECOSOC and the Third Committee of the 
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General Assembly were the most important representative bodies that dealt with 
the women’s questions. They also dealt with issues such as racism and human 
rights. Many questions relating to women’s views were raised in the Third Com¬ 
mittee, which had more women members than the other committees, and then 
found their way to the plenary meetings of the General Assembly for final deci¬ 
sion. 67 

It is interesting that at this time the specialists chosen to fill posts in the UN 
agencies or nominated to committees often were members of movements (in¬ 
cluding the women’s movement) or had a background of public life. They brought 
a quality that merged outside resources and inside resources. They represented 
many voices and were powerful in their influence over the outcomes, affirming 
two features of the CSW’s working style at the UN: one, the merging and weld¬ 
ing of conventional dichotomies; and two, the use of the experience and strength 
of existing movements to overcome institutional and political barriers. The com¬ 
mission’s holistic view of rights—its refusal to divide rights into separate cat¬ 
egories—illustrates the first feature. The valuable experience in drafting con¬ 
ventions that women such as Jessie Street brought from the League of Nations 
illustrates the second. 

Responding to Stereotypes of Early Development Thought 

The declaration of the First Development Decade of 1961-1970 did not men¬ 
tion women specifically, but in 1962, the General Assembly instructed the CSW 
“to prepare a report on the role of women in the social and economic develop¬ 
ment plans of member governments.” At that time most governments and NGOs 
assumed that economic and social development would bring about the desired 
changes for women, according to Margaret Bruce, who served as the head of the 
UN’s Division for the Advancement of Women for many years. 68 

Within the CSW there was an opinion that development was not really a 
women’s issue and that too much attention to economic development would 
divert the commission from its primary goal of securing women’s equal rights. 
“They preferred to emphasize the human element in development and called 
for greater investment in women as human resources.” 69 In a resolution to 
ECOSOC in 1962, the CSW called on UN bodies such as UNICEF to “expand 
and strengthen their efforts to assist women in developing countries,” 70 but the 
issue of women and development was not a major part of the CSW’s agenda 
during these very early years of the decade. 

Even though in the 1960s there was growing evidence that women “were af¬ 
fected disproportionately by poverty and inequality with men—including bar¬ 
riers to women’s ownership of land and access to credit,” and that “representa- 
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tives from the former colonies were offering the profile of women as producers, 
as bread winners,” the UN’s approach hinged on stereotypical notions of femi¬ 
ninity and issues that especially affected the women of the North. 71 UN agencies 
that dealt with development tended to view women primarily as mothers, home¬ 
makers, and the “frailer sex.” 72 This can be illustrated by the approach and pro¬ 
grams of agencies such as UNICEF, the WHO, and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) at that time. 

For example, in 1948, the WHO focused on maternity and child welfare as 
one of its primary areas of concern. It had set up a number of model maternity 
and child welfare centers by 1953. Gro Brundtland, the director-general of the 
WHO in 1999, spoke of that agency’s attitudes toward women during this pe¬ 
riod: 

The first “reality” is that for long... the focus has been on the reproductive period 
of women’s lives. Primarily women have been considered as synonymous with 
“mothers.” However, the time has come to focus beyond the sexual and reproduc¬ 
tive health of women and view the different needs in the entire life-span . 73 

In the 1950s and the 1960s, WHO programs typically grouped women with chil¬ 
dren, the elderly, or the “infirm.” UNICEF also focused on women only as moth¬ 
ers in the 1960s to 1970s, assisting welfare-driven development policies and pro¬ 
grams for maternal and child health such as mother-craft and home-craft. 

This perpetuation of stereotypes was not limited to the UN; sometimes fund¬ 
ing agencies exported it to their partners. For example, a program for India funded 
by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) in the 1950s, which 
was later generalized by the Food and Agriculture Organization into its approach 
to rural women, selected a gendered schema that chose agricultural knowledge 
and inputs for men and home science for women. The episode illustrates how 
much the interventions were based on ideas of modernization and social rela¬ 
tions in Western cultures. As Marianne Marchand and Jane Parpart characterize 
it: “The rationale for this progression was provided by colonial (and later neo¬ 
colonial) discourse which compared ‘backward and primitive’ Third World 
peoples unfavorably with the ‘progressive’ North.” 74 

The United States exported its program of domestic science, pioneered in 
home economics programs in land-grant colleges at the turn of the twentieth 
century, to the developing world. The U.S. program was based on a set of as¬ 
sumptions about class, gender, race, and sexuality that were rendered invisible 
in the process of exportation to nations such as India and other nations of the 
South, even though the women in those nations did not focus their energies on 
housework or “homemaking”; they were too busy being the major growers, pro¬ 
cessors, and distributors of agricultural goods in the South. UN programs under 
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the auspices of agencies such as the FAO presented “domestic science” as a tool 
of nation-building that was “modern” and “scientific.” 75 

A1947 report by the Indian National Congress’s Sub-Committee on Women 
noted the inappropriateness of the cultural schema being imposed on the wom¬ 
en of its nation and advocated development for women based on their roles as 
producers, not as consumers or home managers: 

The crux of the situation lies, indeed, in the economic position of woman, her 
right to own or hold or inherit or acquire property; carry on any trade, profession 
or vocation; or accept any remunerative employment. So long as this fundamental 
right is not fully conceded, and actually realized in daily life, all talk of relief, rem¬ 
edy or reform would be just hot wind . 76 

Yet Indian policymakers ignored these recommendations and instead adopted 
the American home-science approach the FAO promoted through the Commu¬ 
nity Development Programme in 1952. Interestingly, farm women in the Unit¬ 
ed States had protested against a similar pattern of assistance that was being 
imposed on them at that time. 77 In later decades, as women networked across 
sectoral and regional interests, they could build solidarity against such ignorant 
and biased practices that pushed them back rather than forward. 

Defining Work and the Worker 

These perceptions of women’s roles penetrated the expert discipline of quanti¬ 
fication of the economy. Unpaid work—predominandy an aspect of women’s 
domain—would not be included as a statistical measure until the mid-1990s. 
Niliifer (jlagatay notes that including this type of women’s work in the accounts 
would not have been difficult: “Of the four components of work affected by 
undercounting—subsistence production, the informal sector, domestic work and 
voluntary activities—the inclusion of the first two in national income accounts 
did not require much of a conceptual reorientation.” 78 The informal sector, by 
and large, includes paid activities that are not recorded, so the problem is more 
practical than conceptual. Likewise, subsistence production, though unpaid, pro¬ 
duces marketable goods. Satisfactory ways of measuring subsistence agricultural 
production—that is, production that never reaches a market and may never in¬ 
volve an exchange of money—have been devised since the 1950s in most coun¬ 
tries. 79 But many economists found it more difficult to include the value of do¬ 
mestic work and voluntary activities in the national income accounts. That these 
activities could have any economic significance, apart from considerations of 
gender equity, was not easily accepted. 

In the 1950s, despite arguments over how to define production boundaries, 
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there was a tacit agreement about the exclusion of housewives. In i960, a work¬ 
ing party of UN statisticians in Africa recommended that other nonmonetary 
activities such as processing raw materials, carrying water, and manufacture of 
clothing be included. 80 This broadened the scope of the national accounts and 
the understanding of the work women do; however, not all the suggestions made 
were accepted. Much of “women’s” work—the roles and responsibilities allotted 
to women and even claimed by women—is still invisible. 

In 1953, the UN System of National Accounts (UNSNA) was widely imple¬ 
mented as the international standard for the production of national accounts 
and labor force statistics. The UNSNA established a distinction between pri¬ 
mary and other producers. It also defined what is called a “production bound¬ 
ary” that differentiates between those activities that have a market value and/or 
are paid for and those activities that are not paid for and are therefore not con¬ 
sidered to be economic activities in this system. Feminists internationally have 
critiqued the UNSNA in particular and economists more generally for failing 
to recognize the socially necessary contribution of women’s unpaid labor. 81 

Feminists have been arguing that unpaid household work is economically 
valuable since the turn of the twentieth century, when Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
wrote Women and Economics (1898). Margaret Gilpin Reid added to Gilman’s 
work in 1934 with Economics of Household Production. The “third-person crite¬ 
ria” first articulated by Margaret Reid in 1934 proposed that if a third person 
could be paid to do the unpaid activity of a household member, it should be 
deemed work. Thus, cooking, childcare, and gardening are all work, since others 
could be paid to perform these tasks. Iulie Aslaksen and Charlotte Koren note 
that “awareness of the economic importance of unpaid household work, and of 
women’s work in general, has led to the widespread acceptance that statistical 
measurements should be expanded to include unpaid work.” 82 

However, the UNSNA was based on a market-based approach and empha¬ 
sized that only goods and services that were traded or could be traded should be 
included. The bias is evident; the only exception is the inclusion of an imputed 
value for owner-occupied housing. This partial coverage of economics inevita¬ 
bly results in a serious gender bias because the allocation of human resources 
between the nonmonetized domestic sector and the monetized market sector in 
most societies is highly correlated with gender. 83 

The issue of how to value housework has continued to be a struggle. Women 
in developing countries engage in household production. Not only is this work 
not exchanged for money, it is hidden or invisible because it may be a part of a 
production process where only the end product reaches the market. The push to 
identify such labor as work and its operative as a worker continues to be an item 
on the agenda of the global women’s movement because it has implications for 
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Box 1.5. Alva Myrdal: Pioneering Peacemaker 

Alva Myrdal (1902-1986) was ahead of her time. Her life’s work and 
writings touched on issues that women and peacemakers still grapple with 
today. She co-authored a book with Viola Klein, Women’s Two Roles: Home 
and Work (1956), that broke the silence about women’s double burden of 
work for wages and housework and drew attention to the state’s responsi¬ 
bility to address the issue. She helped craft the Swedish welfare state and 
was an active supporter of women’s liberation and equal rights. At the UN 
Secretariat in New York, she was the first woman to be appointed head of 
a department, in its section dealing with welfare policy (1949-1950). Sub¬ 
sequently, she chaired UNESCO’s social science section (1950-1955). 

As advisor to the Swedish minister of foreign affairs, she proposed a 
number of anti-nuclear plans, including the Unden Plan (a proposal for 
Swedish disarmament within the framework of the United Nations) and 
plans for nuclear-free zones and test-ban treaties. At the United Nations 
Disarmament Conference in Geneva (1962), she led a group of non-aligned 
nations that pressured the two superpowers to focus on concrete disarma¬ 
ment measures. 

Myrdal played a key role in gathering support for a treaty that banned all 
nuclear testing during her years in Geneva as the head of the Swedish 
delegation to the UN Disarmament Committee (1962-1973). When she 
was awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace, she used the opportunity to speak 
bluntly about the need for disarmament: “At the disarmament negotiations 
and in the United Nations, rhetoric is by no means enough.... We must 
exert ourselves to break through the wall of silence which, unfortunately, 
the great powers have erected to ward off the small powers’ influence in 
the international debate.” 

Sources: Alva Myrdal, “Disarmament, Technology and the Growth in Vio¬ 
lence,” available at http://nobelprize.org/peace/laureates/1982/myrdal- 
lecture.html; “Alva Myrdal—Biography,” available at http://nobelprize.org/ 
peace/laureates/1982/myrdal-bio.html; E. Stina Lyon, “Alva Myrdal and Viola 
Klein’s Women’s Two Roles: Women Writing about Women’s Dilemmas,” 
available at http://www.pcr.uu.se/conferenses/myrdal/pdf/Stina_Lyon.pdf; 
Maj-Britt Theoron, “Alva Myrdal and the Peace Movement,” available at 
http://www.pcr.uu.se/conferenses/myrdal/pdf/maj_britt_theorin.pdf. 
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social security protection, wage fixation, and recognition of “value.” 84 The resis¬ 
tance to “making the invisible visible” stems from the same mindset that oper¬ 
ated in this period. 

The Peace Tent 

While peace has been a central objective of the UN—the world body was 
created out of a desire to avoid world wars and it figures very centrally in its 
Charter—it is women who have been the major players in the field of working 
for peace. Peace, or the absence of conflict, has been an issue that has bound 
women across the conventional divides of place, race, even class and age and has 
done so almost from time immemorial. We see the connection between wom¬ 
en and peace in ancient Greek plays and in parables in India. The idea of the 
peace tent is used in this book to symbolize that women are the majority of 
those who work for peace and that such work was separated from the main¬ 
stream activities of the UN in these early years. Further, women continue to be 
excluded from the front lines of peace negotiations despite their universal and 
collective contributions and interest in and campaigns for peace. 

Eleanor Roosevelt’s “Open Letter” spoke of a new chance for peace that was 
won by the joint efforts of men and women and made a direct appeal to the 
women of the world, pointing out that women needed to be involved in peace 
efforts and that the UN provided that window of opportunity for women. How¬ 
ever, initially the UN was preoccupied with refugees, repatriation, and genocide, 
all issues that were viewed as gender neutral. The Convention on the Prevention 
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948) spoke only of “members of 
the group” and not specifically of men and women. It did not refer to sexual 
crimes or rape, though it did mention “causing serious bodily or mental harm to 
members of the group.” 85 

The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees defined a refugee as a 
person who “owing to well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, reli¬ 
gion, nationality, membership in a particular social group or political opinion, 
is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.” 86 It is silent on the 
“ways in which gender may play a major role in how refugees are created, and 
how distinct the refugee experience can be for men and women.” 87 Doreen Indra 
explains that the grounds for refugee status offered in the convention reflect the 
experiences of men within the public sphere, neglecting or obscuring altogether 
the private-sphere experiences of women. As a result, the convention reproduces 
the idea that oppression suffered in the private sphere is somehow neither po¬ 
litical nor connected to the public sphere. This severs the connection between 
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state responsibility and gender-related forms of persecution women suffer. Indra 
points out the irony of this false separation: 

It is remarkable that sex and gender oppression are not even mentioned, whereas 
oppression arising from parallel forms of invidious status distinction such as race 
or religious conviction are central. Thus an individual risking death at the hands 
of the majority group institutions for maintaining a minority religion (say Baha’i 
in Iran) fits the definition, where a woman (again, say in Iran) facing death by the 
same institutions for stepping out of her “appropriate role” or for deviating from 
misogynous sexual mores does not . 88 

However, within the UN, many delegates emphasized the need for women to 
work for peace. “It is important that women work on political questions. Even if 
war is mostly masculine, peace and peacemaking (through the United Nations)— 
ought not to be an entirely masculine job. In Sweden, about ten percent of the 
members of Parliament are women. It is a higher proportion than in most coun¬ 
tries but of course it is not at all enough,” said Ulla Lindstrom, representative of 
Sweden. 89 She later threatened to leave the Swedish government if Sweden be¬ 
came a nuclear weapon state. Dr. Elena N. Khokhol, representative of the Ukrai¬ 
nian Soviet Socialist Republic in the 1952 General Assembly remarked, “I am 
happy to participate in any international conference whose ultimate aim is peace. 
As a woman I am especially desirous of working for peace. More than half of the 
signatories of the Stockholm Peace Pact were women.” 90 

On the outside, organized efforts by women, especially the group Women 
Strike for Peace, came together in 1961 to discuss the political and health effects 
of atmospheric nuclear testing. 91 This was prompted by the discovery of stron- 
tium-90 in women’s breast milk and by other radioactive hazards of the fallout 
from atmospheric nuclear tests. 92 Jerome Wiesner, science advisor to President 
Kennedy, later admitted that women peace activists contributed to the conclu¬ 
sion of the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963. 93 However, the Partial Test Ban did 
something the pacifists had not envisioned: “We never had the scientific or po¬ 
litical imagination to realize that taking testing out of the atmosphere would 
push them underground.” 94 Cora Weiss, recounting that struggle, says, “We were 
not pacifists. We were frightened mothers who had sent our babies’ teeth to Barry 
Commoner at the Washington University Medical School in St. Louis to be ex¬ 
amined for the presence of strontium 90. But we clearly understood that the 
absence of women at all levels of decision making was part of the problem and 
therefore basic to our demands.” 95 

The general attitude was that women’s issues need not be taken seriously, that 
they were “the babble of women,” as the leaders of the French Revolution de¬ 
scribed women’s voices. 96 Peace work was seen as something obscure and at best 
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naive when the Cold War was raging. In her account of Alva Myrdal, Maj-Britt 
Theorin talks about the constant struggle waged among the social democrats to 
put peace issues on the agenda. “In each meeting organized by local social demo¬ 
cratic groups, women requested that the group would speak up against Swedish 
atomic weapons. The male members—who back then, even more than now, ran 
the organization—shook their heads saying ‘My dear. These matters you don’t 
understand. Let our elected representatives make these types of decisions!’” 
Women ignored this advice and persevered, insisting at every meeting that the 
issue of atomic weapons be discussed and that the social democrats take a clear 
stand against them. 97 And so the peace tent continues, revealing the connections 
between peace and development, between peace and unity of struggle—an age¬ 
less and timeless women’s issue. 


2 


Inscribing Development into Rights, 
1966-1975 


Discrimination against any group of human beings is wrong, 
not because it hurts that particular group but because, in the 
final analysis, the fact of its existence hurts all groups of society. 

—Minerva Bernardino 1 


• Building the Institutional Architecture 

• Learning to Integrate Women in Development 

• Expanding Women’s Rights: The CSW and the UN’s Population 

Policy 

• Finding Allies: UNESCO 

• Expanding Women’s Space: The International Women’s Year 

Conference at Mexico City 

• The Peace Tent 

The UN’s First Development Decade (1960-1970) was based on the hypoth¬ 
esis that injections of capital into the economies of developing countries would 
“trickle down” to those placed low in the economic scale. The International De¬ 
velopment Strategy (IDS) devised for the Second Development Decade (1970- 
1980) redefined the purpose of development as “bring [ing] about sustained im¬ 
provement in the well-being of the individual and bestow[ing] benefits on all.” 2 
During the Second Development Decade, both women and men became im¬ 
portant to the development process and the IDS specifically called for “the full 
integration of women in the total development effort.” 3 This sentence was in¬ 
cluded in the Second Development Decade plan on the initiative of Gloria Scott 
of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs at the UN Secretariat. 4 

Women who entered the UN from the newly liberated countries added a new 
dimension to the deliberations, knowledge, and prioritization of issues in the 
organization. Many of these women had been participants in their countries’ 
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freedom struggles and in their national women’s movements. Their presence 
and voice played a significant role in changing the knowledge base, the priorities 
of the UN, imperialistic and orientalist notions and images of themselves, and 
the choice of development paths. In 1961, the formation of a third political bloc, 
the Non-Aligned Movement, provided a political space from which women from 
the South could articulate and build consensus on development ideas. The val¬ 
ues the NAM added to women’s engagement with the UN and to changes in 
development ideas in the next decade would become more apparent in the In¬ 
ternational Women’s Decade, 1975-1985. 

During the decade of 1965-1975, events at the UN validated the inclusion of 
women on the agenda that had been initiated in the earlier era and women’s 
adoption of the world body as a space in which they could do good work. Ideas 
women introduced into the UN in its earliest years were developed further dur¬ 
ing this period. They also added new concepts, such as the notion that rights are 
inseparable, or the indivisibility of rights, hence the idea of development, to the 
framework of rights. Despite the fact that there were very few women in 
policymaking positions in the UN, the women on the CSW used strategic alli¬ 
ances and the institutional mechanism of global conferences to further their 
agenda. The goals and rhetoric of the commission became strongly embedded 
into the UN system and the development discourse. In addition, the work of the 
CSW received a valuable injection of new ideas from the strong presence and 
voice of the newly liberated countries. 5 Interthematic connections were made. 
Intellect, energy, and commitment combined to create a new momentum that 
made it possible to construct a long-term plan for the advancement of women 
(resolution IX of 1968), the Declaration on the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women (DEDAW, 1967), and the first UN-sponsored world conference 
on women at Mexico City (1975). Development cooperation propelled the issue 
of women in development (WID) to the world stage. Ignited by the work of 
Ester Boserup, the profile of women as productive workers forced donor agen¬ 
cies to look at women’s programs as a worthwhile area of investment, even if this 
view was instrumental and looked at including women in development pro¬ 
grams as a means to an end. 

Women continued to make skillful use of UN space to generate knowledge 
through inclusive processes and to garner support for campaigns. The existence 
of autonomous spaces for women in the world body helped them make crucial 
connections and underscored the integral link between ideas and appropriate 
institutions in the arena of social transformation. Women also drew responses 
and reactions to gendered aspects of war and peace from the UN for the first 
time in its history. 


Inscribing Development into Rights, 1966-1975 


45 


Building the Institutional Architecture 

DEDAW 

In 1950, the CSW began working with other UN specialized agencies, particu¬ 
larly the ILO, to collect data about employed women and to strategize about 
how to improve work opportunities for women and create policies that would 
result in equal pay for equal work. 6 This work bore fruit in 1951, when the ILO 
passed the Convention on Equal Remuneration. 7 In the 1960s, the commission 
began to respond to growing evidence that development benefits did not “trickle 
down” to women, that in fact women were “disproportionately affected by pov¬ 
erty” and that barriers such as lack of access to land ownership and credit “per¬ 
petuated their low status in many regions.” 8 The issue of how the UN could 
assist women in developing countries became a focus of the commission’s work. 
It networked extensively with ECOSOC and UN specialized agencies to advo¬ 
cate that development projects include programs for women. In 1970, these ef¬ 
forts were rewarded when the General Assembly’s IDS for the Second Develop¬ 
ment Decade included women in a comprehensive plan for the first time; it 
endorsed the “full integration of women in the total development effort.” 9 Pro¬ 
gramming for women received another boost that year when the General As¬ 
sembly approved a Programme of Concerted International Action for the Ad¬ 
vancement of Women designed to “advance the status of women and increase 
their effective participation in all sectors.” The goals of the program were to 
eliminate illiteracy, bring about universal acceptance of the principle of equal 
pay for equal work, provide “health and maternity protection,” and facilitate a 
“substantial increase” in the number of women participating in public life and 
government at all levels. 10 

These programs and plans built on the CSW’s framework of equal rights for 
women. The commission’s research over two decades had clearly outlined the 
problems: women around the world faced inequality and discrimination in edu¬ 
cation and employment. How to deal with the problem was another issue en¬ 
tirely. How could a small commission in a large organization work effectively to 
create change that would improve the status of half the world’s population? Cer¬ 
tainly the momentum generated by the Second Development Decade was some¬ 
thing the commission could build on. But more was needed. 

In December 1963, the General Assembly asked the CSW and ECOSOC to 
prepare a draff declaration on the elimination of discrimination against women. 
Four years later, in 1967, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration on 
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the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (DEDAW). This was a wa¬ 
tershed in the UN’s quest for women’s equality. The work done in the area of law 
by the CSW and other bodies since 1945 in the shape of various conventions and 
declarations was now transformed into a single code—a progression in method, 
thought, and concept. The declaration, while it is not law, is directed to public 
opinion as much as to governments. It established international norms. It was a 
call to action. 

DEDAW is the first comprehensive legal measure on women’s rights. The term 
“discrimination” was an integral part of the UN vocabulary associated with equal¬ 
ity and rights, not only in the context of gender but also in the context of race. 
Discrimination was widely perceived in the UN to be based on “difference,” as in 
the case of religious or ethnic minorities, stigmatized groups such as unwed 
mothers, or those who for reasons of class differentiation are deprived of oppor¬ 
tunities for advancement. Some analysts see equality and nondiscrimination as 
positive and negative formulations of the same principle. Other analysts see the 
principle of nondiscrimination as more limited than the principle of equality. 

The timing of the request makes it more than probable that at least part of 
the inspiration for DEDAW came from the newly adopted Declaration on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination. Since 1962, the UN Sub-Com¬ 
mission on the Prevention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities 
had been working on a draft declaration, which was adopted unanimously by 
the General Assembly on 20 November 1963. The theaters of ideas that consti¬ 
tute the UN facilitate such cross-pollination. The request that the CSW draft 
DEDAW was a defining point in the learning curve on women and equality in 
the UN. It was the first time the UN had accepted the need to deal with the 
phenomenon of discrimination from the women’s perspective and to draff the 
principles on which the UN would deal with such a problem. The achievement 
reveals the relevance of the intersectionality of gendered experience and the value 
of a space, like the UN, which enables the cross-border solidarity and learning 
between groups facing similar challenges. 

The resolutions drafted by the CSW between 1946 and 1962 focused individu¬ 
ally on women’s rights in special problem areas such as marriage, maternity, 
nationality, traditional practices with harmful impacts on young women, and 
exploitative practices such as trafficking and slavery. These issues were specific 
to women and related to the vulnerabilities females faced by virtue of biology, 
albeit accentuated by social norms and biases. The only exception was the Con¬ 
vention on Political Rights of Women (1952), which used the term “discrimina¬ 
tion” in each of its three operative articles. 11 But its preamble still spoke of equality 
and equal access and did not speak of discrimination or the nature of discrimi¬ 
nation even once. The declaration made the first attempt to define discrimina- 
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tion against women by referring to laws, customs, regulations, practices, and 
prejudice as being responsible for denying and limiting women’s equality of rights 
with men. It viewed discrimination as incompatible with human dignity and 
the welfare of society. 

DEDAW moved the idea of women’s equality beyond the confines of a rigid 
legal construct by pointing out those extralegal barriers that were socially con¬ 
structed and more resistant to change. It filled the gap that was left by the mere 
adoption of formal prescriptions based on the principle of equality of the sexes. 
The declaration required the abolition of traditional norms and practices that 
prevented equality, which was a step toward understanding the real roots of 
women’s inequality. It also loosened the constraints that had earlier placed the 
family, the community, and the household beyond the pale of public interven¬ 
tions. With DEDAW, the UN opened up the private sphere for scrutiny as part of 
its commitment to upholding the values of the Charter and the human rights 
instruments. 

During the drafting process, specialized agencies contributed to the identifi¬ 
cation of “discrimination,” which they saw as the key barrier to enhancing wom¬ 
en’s status. The FAO focused attention on women in special situations (such as 
rural women), the value of rural women’s work (especially in food production), 
and women’s need for social and economic support. UNESCO tried to push 
through the idea of coeducation as a better choice than the already-approved 
norm of a uniform curriculum for boys and girls. The final product created a 
touchstone for testing the principle of equality as the absence of discrimination, 
but its substantive articles deal with positive measures to improve women’s ac¬ 
cess to education, social security, social services, child care, and so forth (mostly 
“development” subjects) and themes of exploitation of women such as traffick¬ 
ing. The idea of affirmative action was posited during the drafting process but 
not included. NGOs were especially concerned about issues such as family laws, 
bias against single women and heads of households, and prostitution. Many of 
the ideas that were presented, discussed, and debated—such as the comprehensive 
definition of discrimination—but were not picked up entered the later Conven¬ 
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women in 1979. 

The DEDAW process took four years—from 1963, when the proposal was 
first made that the CSW draft a declaration—to 1967, when the UN General 
Assembly adopted it. During these four years, the women of the CSW and the 
Third Committee of the General Assembly used a number of skilled approaches 
and working devices to finalize their work speedily. 12 Other major actors in¬ 
volved in the process included ECOSOC, the UN specialized agencies, the UN 
Secretariat’s Section on the Status of Women, NGOs, and the UN General As¬ 
sembly. 13 
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During the process, especially at the end, there was an unspoken agreement 
that the process would have to go farther than a declaration, which is not a le¬ 
gally binding instrument. There were differences of opinion on sensitive issues 
such as custom, culture, and tradition that many countries felt were obstacles to 
women’s advancement. The primacy of the family as an institution was stressed 
as a conservative viewpoint of some countries, as was the primary role of women 
as mothers. The choice between modifying or changing customs and abolishing 
customs—a point on which opinion was quite divided among the members— 
was made at the later stages when the CSW voted to overturn the recommenda¬ 
tions of the drafting committee. Women bonded across identities to work to¬ 
ward the ideals of equality contained in the UN treaties. Conventional power 
blocs did not hold much sway because women used informal consultative meth¬ 
ods even while holding formal positions in UN bodies. 

One of the earliest manifestations of the weight DEDAW could carry interna¬ 
tionally was the establishment of the eighteen-nation Arab Women’s Commis¬ 
sion of the Arab League in 1971, the first regional commission for women out¬ 
side of the UN system since the birth of the world body. The new commission 
used DEDAW as its term of reference. 14 

The declaration was an important accomplishment for women in the UN. It 
laid crucial groundwork for arguments that would be useful to women in the 
development community. The General Assembly resolution accepting DEDAW 
contained language that specifically mentioned women in conjunction with de¬ 
velopment: “the full and complete development of a country, the welfare of the 
world[,] and the cause of peace require the maximum participation of wom¬ 
en as well as men in all fields.” 15 It could be suggested that this connecting of 
rights with development anticipated the later recognition across the spectrum 
of people’s or social movements that access to development itself is a human 
right, resonating Sen’s concept of development as freedom. 16 

The Unified Long-Term Plan 

Another milestone in legal documents related to women in development was 
the unified long-term plan for the advancement of women that the General As¬ 
sembly asked the CSW to formulate in 1962. 17 This took place in the context of 
the Second Development Decade and was the initiative of the Secretary-Gen¬ 
eral, who wanted to consolidate the various piecemeal development efforts of 
the specialized agencies relating to women. As John Mathiason has noted, “It 
was recognized that the various United Nations programs providing develop¬ 
ment assistance were not coordinating their efforts to advance women and it 
was felt that placing them within a programmatic context would obtain ‘more 


Inscribing Development into Rights, 1966-1975 


49 


bang for a buck.’” 18 The CSW consulted the specialized agencies, the regional 
commissions, and member states. It also looked at existing UN programs and 
collected information about resources, mechanisms, women’s involvement with 
community development, training opportunities for women, and current pro¬ 
posals for projects. Based on the assessment of these programs and documents 
and the output of a Regional Seminar on Advancement of Women held at Ma¬ 
nila in 1966, the CSW framed a proposal for a Long-Term Program for the Ad¬ 
vancement of Women. 19 

As a result of the hard work of the CSW, the UN’s International Conference 
on Human Rights held at Teheran in 1968 adopted and endorsed the proposal 
and its objectives as suggested by the Secretary-General. Resolution IX, one of 
the twenty-nine resolutions adopted in Teheran, was titled “Measures to Promote 
Women’s Rights in the Modern World” and contained a reference to the Secre¬ 
tary-General’s proposal for a unified long-term program for women. Two of the 
three objectives of the long-term program emphasized women’s participation in 
and contribution to the development of society. 20 At the conference, Margaret 
Bruce, head of the Section on the Status of Women, presented the resolution as 
well as the Declaration on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. 21 

The significance of the two documents, one on the achievement of women’s 
right to equality through elimination of discrimination and the other on real¬ 
ization of women’s potential for contributing to social development, lies in the 
conjoining of two ideas during this period—that legal rights were essential for 
women’s participation in and contribution to national development. This magi¬ 
cal amalgam of ideas was to frame work in the UN on issues relating to women 
throughout the years of the women’s conferences. 

Programme of Concerted International Action 
for the Advancement of Women 

Achievement of equality meant removal of discriminatory treatment of 
women vis-a-vis men and this meant setting standards that would serve as indi¬ 
cators for nondiscriminatory treatment of women. In 1970, the UN initiated a 
Programme of Concerted International Action for the Advancement of Women 
that put resolution IX in a development format. 22 The actions proposed and the 
goals of the program were woven into a rights framework. This is another in¬ 
stance of how the legacy of equal rights for women from the initial period of the 
UN was consciously intertwined with development interventions in the next 
period of the UN’s history. The targets are divided into four segments—educa¬ 
tion, training and employment, health and maternity protection, and public life. 
A few of the important targets are listed below: 
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• Eliminate illiteracy and achieve equality of literacy between the sexes 

• Facilitate universal acceptance of the principle of equal pay for equal work 

and the adoption of effective measures to implement it 

• Provide maternity protection for all mothers 

• Provide information and advice to enable all persons to decide freely and 

responsibly on the number and spacing of their children and to prepare 
them for responsible parenthood, including ways in which women can 
benefit from family planning 

• Substantially increase the number of women participating in public and 

government life at all levels 23 

This resolution clearly emphasizes that the achievement of equality of women 
with men will enable them “to devote their energies, talents and abilities to the 
benefit of society.” Most of the objectives are based on the simple principle of 
equality with men. Only one is based on the notion of protection, which has the 
subtext of inequality; protection connotes making special efforts. 

Because development imperatives prevailed at the UN during this period, the 
CSW’s earlier emphasis on individual realization of women’s rights as the cor¬ 
nerstone of equality began to undergo changes. Preparing the Long-Term Pro¬ 
gram for the Advancement of Women helped the CSW make this shift in think¬ 
ing. 24 Problems associated with underdevelopment, such as poverty, illiteracy, 
and lack of access to vocational training and employment, shifted the UN’s fo¬ 
cus to women’s roles in economic and social development processes worldwide. 
The importance of overall policy prescriptions increased with the growing need 
to bring positive changes in the status of millions of persons rather than focus¬ 
ing only on individuals whose rights have been violated. Examining broad social 
trends enabled developing countries to highlight their problems and ask for re¬ 
sources to be allocated. 

The shift to looking at problems of inequality in a broad development format 
is exemplified by the new focus on the issue of employment, which was pro¬ 
pelled by the findings of the Interregional Meeting of Experts on the Integration 
of Women in Development in 1972 (see below). One of its main recommenda¬ 
tions was the introduction of programs to create jobs, training, and vocational 
guidance. This came at a time when the ILO was moving from a narrower focus 
on labor to looking at strategies to create employment. 25 It also steered away 
from the narrow concept of vocational training and moved toward the wider 
and more dynamic concept of “human resource development” in its Conven¬ 
tion No. 142 of 1975. 26 The ILO adopted the recommendation of the expert group 
and worked to ensure that women were included in the programs and projects 
that flowed out of this convention and the accompanying recommendations. 
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The ways of defining equality and discrimination also changed over time. For 
example, the initial concern about women’s family responsibilities and their re¬ 
percussions for employment led the ILO to adopt a nonbinding recommenda¬ 
tion that promoted measures that allow women to harmonize their professional 
and family obligations, reduce their hours, and provide them with education 
and vocational training to facilitate entry into the workforce. The Employment 
(Women with Family Responsibilities) Recommendation of 1965 pointed out 
that these provisions would benefit all workers, not just women. 27 The recom¬ 
mendation was a response to the fear that action to promote women could not 
realize equality as long as family responsibilities forced them either to abandon 
their jobs or forego opportunities for advancement. 

Learning to Integrate Women in Development 

Because colonial masters saw their former colonies as backward, the develop¬ 
ment approach of this era is described as the modernization project. This ap¬ 
proach, which predominated in economic and development thought in the 1940s 
and 1950s, held many dilemmas for women. On the one hand, modernization 
brought values such as liberation from constricting traditions that hid women 
from public space and deprived them of rights to equal citizenship. It meant that 
women could “play an active part in social life, especially in the struggle for safe¬ 
guarding peace, availing themselves of their political, civil, economic, cultural 
and social rights.” 28 On the other hand, modernization led to the neglect of some 
of the corridors of women’s power, as an anonymous Tanzanian scholar once 
described such spaces. Many resistance movements mobilized around the issue 
of affirmation of culture to efface their histories of colonization; nations emerg¬ 
ing from the era of colonization often tried to rebuild their nationhood through 
reinvoking their cultural and political histories, their epics, their traditions of 
creativity. Through this process, members of these movements re-created their 
identities and regained self-confidence. This placed women in a bind: if they 
resisted modernization, they could be seen as conservative by international de¬ 
velopment policymakers; if they supported it, they could be seen as unpatriotic 
by the “leadership” of their countries. 

Questioning Paradigms 

Perceptions about where women were located in the economies of the South 
began to change with Danish economist Ester Boserup’s pathbreaking book 
Women’s Role in Economic Development (1970). 29 Using data from official statis¬ 
tics, Boserup provided “clear evidence of women’s contributions ... to national 
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economic productivity .” 30 Boserup argued that in the past, women in Africa had 
enjoyed relative equality with men based on their roles as agricultural produc¬ 
ers. Her main contribution was her finding that with changes in technology as¬ 
sociated with modernization and patterns of land use, the status of women was 
reduced on account of their marginalization in agricultural systems. She pointed 
out that injections of development funding for agriculture usually focused on 
cash crops and ignored the subsistence farming that women typically engaged 
in. She wrote: 

As agriculture becomes less dependent upon human muscular power, the differ¬ 
ence in labor productivity between the two sexes might be expected to narrow. In 
actual fact... it is usually the men who learn to operate the new types of equip¬ 
ment while women continue to work with the old hand tools [T] he productiv¬ 
ity gap tends to widen because men monopolize the use of the new equipment 
and the modern agricultural methods_Thus, in the course of agricultural de¬ 

velopment, men’s labour productivity tends to increase while women’s remains 
more or less static . 31 

Male monopoly over new technology and the new cash crops facilitated by de¬ 
velopment projects cost women status, power, and income and made their eco¬ 
nomic contributions invisible . 32 Boserup warned that ignoring women’s pro¬ 
ductive work would retard the entire process of development, and she critiqued 
the welfare approach that saw women primarily as mothers and wives. 

Boserup’s work greatly influenced the UN’s interest in Africa, not just on official 
policies on funding women’s participation in agriculture but in all development 
programs in general, which no longer considered women to be “nonproductive” 
household members from an economic point of view. Though Boserup’s argu¬ 
ments influenced a whole genre of development programs for women research¬ 
ers as well as the donor communities, her work has been criticized because it 
seems to suggest instrumentalism, the idea that identifying women’s economic 
value would add to the productivity of investment. Her argument that women 
were creditworthy on account of their enormous contribution to agriculture 
seemed to indicate such a reasoning rather than the principle that women were 
entitled to recognition on the more basic grounds of rights, of women’s equality. 
She also believed that productive economic roles automatically translated into 
higher status for women, a finding that has since been disproved in many con¬ 
texts. Nevertheless, her contribution cannot be underestimated or diluted on 
the basis of these arguments as it was extremely influential both on the design of 
development cooperation and in promoting further research to reveal the vital 
roles that women played in the economies of the South . 33 

Partly as a result of Boserup’s publications and her location in the UN system 
as a researcher within the Economic Commission for Europe (ECE), UN spe- 
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cialized agencies and bilateral donors began funding country-based research on 
women as workers. 34 UN specialized agencies and bilateral donors were strong 
early supporters of this new work. The ILO enabled investigations into this area, 
not only supporting research but also holding several annual conferences and 
expert group meetings to understand and disseminate these facts. This was the 
beginning of the process of making the invisible visible in statistics on labor and 
employment. The burst of new knowledge about women’s work led to the emer¬ 
gence of a “new” development definition called women in development, or WID. 
Advocates of this idea, many of whom were women researchers and women 
policymakers, rejected the welfare approach that saw women as “needy” recipi¬ 
ents of assistance. Instead, they saw women as vital producers who were the miss¬ 
ing link in development. They were a valuable resource that had not been recog¬ 
nized. 35 

Understanding Development 

Women in the UN helped provide a format in which Boserup’s research 
findings could be disseminated. In keeping with the goals of the UN’s Second 
Development Decade, an Interregional Meeting of Experts on the Integration of 
Women in Development was held at the UN in 1972, co-sponsored by the CSW 
and the Commission on Social Development. The meeting was facilitated both 
by the large presence of developing countries in the UN and the weight Boserup’s 
book carried within influential circles. Boserup wrote the working document 
for the meeting. The women who organized and attended this meeting would 
later become key figures in the international women and development move¬ 
ment. They included organizer Aida Gindy (Egypt, chief of the UN Social Af¬ 
fairs Section and a former staff member of the Economic Commission for Africa) 
and experts Aziza Hussein (Egypt), Justice Annie Jiagge (Ghana), Vida Tomsic 
(Yugoslavia), Leticia Shahani (Philippines), and Inga Thorsson (Sweden). 36 

The purpose of the meeting was to “advise on broad policy measures re¬ 
garding women’s role in economic and social development.” 37 The interregional 
meeting emphasized the integration of planning for women in overall policy 
formulation at national and regional levels rather than dealing with women’s 
development issues in isolation. The topics discussed included the role of women 
in rural societies, women in small-scale business, employment of women in mod¬ 
ern industry, employment of women with family responsibilities, women’s edu¬ 
cation in relation to their participation in development, and ways to improve 
the integration of women in development. The expert group recommended pro¬ 
grams to create jobs for women and programs to provide education and voca¬ 
tional training, a clear departure from the way the welfare approach saw its 
beneficiaries. 
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Box 2.1. Ester Boserup: 

Launching the Field of Women in Development 

Ester Boserup (1910-1999) devoted more than two decades of her life 
to civil service, first in economic administration in Denmark and then as a 
researcher in the United Nations and its agencies. 

Her book Women’s Role in Economic Development (1970) launched 
the field of women in development. Boserup pointed out that the introduc¬ 
tion of modern technologies and the increase of the number of men en¬ 
gaged in cash cropping for the market often increased the work burden of 
women with regard to both family and casual labor. This was an indictment 
of prevailing assumptions of economic planners that their efforts benefited 
everyone. She also argued that recruiting women into the modern sector 
of society accelerates economic growth, a viewpoint that was new to most 
policymakers. 

The major multilateral and bilateral donor agencies adopted the theme 
of integration of women in development, the earliest among them being 
Sweden. Later, the UN established offices within the Food and Agriculture 
Organization, the United Nations Development Programme, and other 
agencies to look after women’s development programs. Integration of 
women in development became the reigning approach. 

Women’s Role in Economic Development became what one scholar 
described as “the fundamental text of the U.N. Decade for Women.” Her 
thesis had many implications, including how women’s work was counted 
and evaluated, how work was allocated between genders, what consti¬ 
tuted work, and what type of education women needed. Her view that 
women’s contributions, both domestic and in the paid workforce, consti¬ 
tuted crucial contributions to national economies electrified women schol¬ 
ars and birthed a new development approach at the UN and other global 
development agencies. 

Boserup’s last book, My Professional Life and Publications 1929-1998 
(1999), documents her own intellectual history, explaining that her per¬ 
sonal encounters with events and places were the inspiration for her 
conceptualization and guided the policy recommendations she made. 

Sources: Tinker, “A Context for the Field and for the Book,” 8; Snyder, “The 
Politics of Women and Development,” 97; Boserup, My Professional Life 
and Publications 1929-1998, 24. 
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At its 1973 session, the UN’s Commission on Social Development considered 
the report of the Secretary-General on the meeting and heard the viewpoints 
that: 

• Participation of women in development should form an integral part of 

planning and policy formulation at national and regional levels rather than 

being dealt with in isolation. 

• Promoting national strategies for identifying needs and problems related to 

women’s role in economic development was important. 

• More women should participate in policy formulation and decision-mak¬ 

ing at all levels. 

• An appropriate machinery should be provided for identifying and assessing 

women’s contribution to development. 

• Strategies and programs should be closely related to the stage of develop¬ 

ment of a country and to the economic, social, and cultural factors and 

trends existing in specific countries. 38 

The report reflected the work the CSW had been doing since 1968 to construct a 
plan that would put women on the development agenda. Even though the Com¬ 
mission on Social Development did not implement these recommendations, 39 
the synergy of women academics—in this case, Boserup—and women within 
the UN helped create a new way of thinking at the organization: 

The experts’ findings helped buttress a growing perception at the United Nations 
and elsewhere that the low status of women, especially in developing countries, 
was a major factor in such increasingly globalized problems as poverty, rapid popu¬ 
lation growth, illiteracy, malnutrition, migration and forced urbanization, and poor 
health conditions . 40 

The use of the term “low” in describing the status of women in the developing 
world has been challenged. Often the cultural and political histories of these 
countries gave women status, but economic underdevelopment—the conditions 
of poverty and lack of resources for education and health care—inhibited their 
participation. 

One of the issues the experts highlighted was the value of bringing in the 
regional dimension. Attention was drawn to Africa, where the All Africa Women’s 
Conference had been formed during the struggle for freedom in Kenya in 1962. 
Margaret Kenyatta had organized the first Women’s Seminar in Kenya in the 
same year. The recommendations of the African intergovernmental conferences 
influenced the UN regional commission for Africa—the Economic Commis¬ 
sion for Africa (ECA)—to open a window for women. The ECA’s work program 
for 1968-1969 included an item on women and development; this led to the ere- 
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ation of a women’s program at the ECA secretariat in 1972. The ECA became the 
first regional commission to start such a program. 41 

UN world conferences played an important role in knitting together the strands 
of the incipient international women’s movement during the early 1970s, which 
in turn reinforced the new thinking about development that was emerging at 
the UN. Two world conferences in 1974—the World Population Conference in 
Bucharest and the World Food Conference in Rome—affirmed the key roles 
that women play in population matters and the production of food. 42 These 
events saw a modest start in women’s participation in world conferences, both 
during the preparatory phase and at the actual events. The method through which 
women influenced these conferences reaffirms both the importance of having 
women in leadership positions in institutions such as the UN and the capacity 
of the few to influence the many through mobilization of allies on the outside, 
techniques women used during the birth of the UN. 

The CSW took on the new challenges of women and development in its stride, 
but it still kept faith with its commitment to the legal foundation of women’s 
equality and rights. When the UN entered the new development track, the com¬ 
mission was able to include women’s economic contributions in its concep¬ 
tualization of equality for women. For example, in 1972, the commission em¬ 
braced the new development goals of ECOSOC, but in its own language; it urged 
member states 

in planning and implementing their programmes of action to promote the ad¬ 
vancement of women, to take account of the varying needs of women in their 
countries, with a view to enabling women to achieve their maximum potential, 
not only as wives and mothers but also as citizens and full participants in the 
development of their countries . 43 

This was a clear departure from the earlier modernization approach to women’s 
role in development; the CSW envisioned women in developing countries as co¬ 
partners in policymaking and governance. 

Adding women to development programs at the UN attracted funds from 
many sources. The newly created United Nations Fund for Population Activities 
(UNFPA) supported the efforts of specialized agencies such as UNICEF and the 
FAO and the regional commission in Africa to underwrite programs for women. 
Among the multilateral donors, Sweden passed legislation that earmarked de¬ 
velopment cooperation funds for women in 1964. In 1975, the Organisation for 
Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) began convening expert 
group meetings on women and development to promote cooperation among 
donors. These groups set criteria for funding by bilateral agencies that included 
a policy requiring women’s involvement in preparing both women-only and 
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general projects and laid down guidelines regarding the type of projects that 
would be funded. 44 

Programming for women became a focus of work at the UN in the 1970s. 
Irene Tinker notes that a report on women and development that Gloria Scott 
wrote for the International Women’s Year conference at Mexico “resulted in reso¬ 
lutions for integrating women into development programs being introduced 
into the working plans of most of the UN agencies in addition to the General 
Assembly.” 45 Desks for WID were set up in lending agencies. Agency administra¬ 
tors began to understand that women’s programs required a special, separate 
component of programming. Women-specific development priorities such as 
programs to eradicate illiteracy, provide equal pay, provide health and maternity 
protection, provide access to family planning, and increase participation in na¬ 
tional and public life were articulated. 

Between 1978 and 1989, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
launched sixty-five projects involving women in the areas of agriculture and 
rural development, education, population, health, nutrition, small-scale enter¬ 
prises, technical assistance, water supply, and urban development. 46 The projects 
fell into three categories: projects that did not include women in the design of 
the project but benefited women; projects that provided resources and access to 
education; and projects that targeted women. The projects that targeted wom¬ 
en had the highest rates of participation by women (43 percent, as compared 
to 32 percent participation for the first type of project and 25 percent partici¬ 
pation for the second type of project); these projects tended to have a strong 
focus on increasing women’s income-earning potential. For example, a project 
in the United Arab Emirates designed to help women develop their productive 
roles enabled over 1,850 women in twelve villages to increase their earnings by 
an average of 30 percent. 47 Women in developing countries demonstrated a 
preference for projects that would directly increase family income over projects 
that aided them in more indirect ways such as through education and other 
resources. 

Proponents of the WID approach argued that women should be given equal¬ 
ity with men and granted the same privileges and rights as men had. This is 
sometimes referred to as the equity approach. It is easy to see why such argu¬ 
ments appealed to the women on the CSW; these were similar to the arguments 
they had been making for years. 48 But though development cooperation took 
note of gender differentiation, such an approach led to deep flaws in impact, as 
there was little rigorous gender analysis or exploration into gender relations at 
this time. The research being conducted was done to provide a baseline and to 
identify the gender division of labor at all levels as a first step. 49 

Part of the problem was that there were very few women in policymaking 
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positions at the specialized agencies, programs, and funds (see table 2.1). Projects 
for women were not typically part of the planning process at the early stages; a 
later evaluation of women in development at the UNDP noted that women’s 
projects in the 1970s and 1980s seemed tacked on to already-developed programs. 50 
The UNDP had a total professional staff of 643 in 1976; only five were women 
at the D-i and D-2 (middle and senior management) levels. 51 A United Nations 
Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) study of women in the special¬ 
ized agencies in the mid-1970s noted that WID programs often fell short be¬ 
cause of the way they were conceived. There was a strong belief that develop¬ 
ment was gender neutral, though there was some understanding that it was not 
class neutral. The UNITAR investigators blamed this attitude for the failure of 
many WID projects: “In some instances the measures adopted have, in fact, wors¬ 
ened the situation of women.” 52 This uncovering of the inequality and discrimi¬ 
nations within class and other traditional social and economic categories of 
people, as well as the difference in priorities in services, would be one of the 
great values of the research that was developing at that time and that influenced 
the programming in later years. 

Despite its shortcomings, UN involvement with the development theme 
brought about changes in ideas about women’s equality. Equality of women with 
men became a sine qua non for their greater and more effective participation 
in development—a brick in the edifice of the nation-building enterprise. UN 
agencies undertook investigations into women’s roles, women’s contributions, 
and women’s participation within a wider societal framework. Women’s unequal 
status was identified as the reason for their poor participation in social pro¬ 
cesses, whether political or economic. Conversely, the advancement of a nation 
and the advancement of its women were recognized as positively correlated. 

Expanding Women’s Rights: The CSW and the UN’s Population Policy 

By the 1950s and 1960s, as Michael Ward points out, the success of specialized 
agencies such as the WHO and the FAO in improving human nutrition led to 
“rapid expansion of the world’s population, especially in the poorer areas.” 53 
Management of population was seen in the “the broad perspective of human 
progress in modern societies, which increasingly recognizes the need to provide 
the citizen with the means of controlling the size of his family.” 54 Richard Jolly 
and colleagues point out that many nations had not yet conducted national- 
level statistical surveys of their population and thus had no clear sense of the 
scope of the population growth. 55 

A few countries such as India and Pakistan saw an exploding population as a 
barrier to economic growth and development and had launched government- 
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Table 2.1. Percent Female Staff at the FAO, the ILO, UNESCO, 
and the WHO by Grade, 1976 



P-1 

P-2 

P-3 

P-4 

P-5 

D-1 

D-2 

ADG/ASG 
and Above 

FAO 

47.8 

33.9 

19.7 

7.5 

2.7 

1.8 



ILO 

66.7 

38.8 

24.9 

8.5 

3.4 

3.6 

5.0 

8 3 

UNESCO 

36.0 

56.4 

36.9 

15.7 

7.1 

5.7 

— 

12.5 

WHO 

40.0 

49.1 

35.0 

13.4 

5.1 

4.4 

- 

- 


Note: P-1 and P-2 are entry-level grades; P-3 and P-4 are journeyman grades; P-5 and D-1 correspond to middle 
management; D-2 corresponds to senior management. ADG is assistant director-general; ASG is assistant 
secretary-general. 

Source: Earl D. Sohm, Report on Women in the Professional Category and Above in the United Nations System, 
JIU/REP/77/7, December 1977,12. Numbers have been rounded up. 


sponsored family planning programs early in the 1950s. These programs required 
external funding, and the two nations proactively pushed for donor assistance. 
In the same decade, the Family Planning Council of Nigeria began setting up 
clinics on a small scale. 56 

In the 1960s and 1970s, solving the population issue was promoted as the an¬ 
swer to the widespread hunger and poverty that was prevalent at the time. The 
UN’s Population Commission was dominated by the demographic approach at 
that time rather than the broader perspective of social development, gender jus¬ 
tice, and rights that was to emerge as more wholesome in later years. 57 

In 1965 the CSW suggested that nongovernmental organizations with con¬ 
sultative status should study the possibility of “making available the increasing 
fund of knowledge in this field as a source of assistance to married couples in 
fulfilling their parental responsibilities.” 58 Although the CSW clearly understood 
that the spacing of births was a women’s issue, their frame of analysis was wom¬ 
en workers in industrialized countries. 

However, a turning point that enabled the CSW to reclaim its ethos was the 
1974 World Conference on Population in Bucharest. The initiatives by which this 
became the turning point illustrates what was possible when women were ap¬ 
pointed to policymaking positions and how women mobilize support from the 
outside—in this case, members of the women’s movement as lobbies and knowl¬ 
edge providers—while making a dent in a patriarchal system. They also illus¬ 
trate how one woman’s determination can provide the platform for a space such 
as the CSW. 

Helvi Sipila had been a member of the CSW for many years. In 1971, she had 
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chaired the Third Committee of the General Assembly. In 1972, a report of a 
survey of women at the UN Secretariat revealed that there were no women at the 
under-secretary-general or assistant secretary-general levels and that there were 
only seven women of a total of 240 employees at the D-i and D-2 levels. The 
report also noted “with satisfaction” the recent appointment of a woman as as¬ 
sistant secretary-general. 59 That woman was Sipila, who had just been named 
assistant secretary-general for social development and humanitarian affairs, a 
post she would hold for the next ten years. 

Sipila was concerned about the lack of attention to women in the background 
papers being prepared for the Population Conference. She was able to fill the gap 
by organizing an unofficial preparatory meeting, the International Forum on 
the Role of Women and Population. The meeting was attended by 116 promi¬ 
nent women and focused on international lobbying strategies to help ensure 
that women were included in government delegations and that the importance 
of population policies to women was highlighted in the Population Conference 
proceedings. She also promoted a series of regional seminars on women and 
population as part of the preparations for the Bucharest conference. 60 Women 
used such opportunities to disseminate information and raise consciousness 
about women’s deep interest in population policies. Her efforts, it could be sug¬ 
gested, set in motion the inclusion of women’s participation in this subject and 
helped in the evolution of ideas about women’s rights, empowerment, power 
relations, and structures in succeeding world conferences. They also acted as a 
stimulus to research, including gendered data collection, on this key topic. 

Sipila’s report on the connections between family planning and the status of 
women demonstrated the intellectual growth of the commission over time. For 
nearly twenty years, the CSW had used the phrase “status of women” to discuss 
the rights of women; this was the language previous generations of activists in 
the ILO and the League of Nations had used in their surveys. The CSW had used 
the phrase as a talisman and a road map to indicate the direction of its work. But 
the phrase itself had never been defined. It was a composite term that was diffi¬ 
cult to pin down. Sipila wrote “the direct measurement of status is a difficult 

and complex problem_Over-emphasis on the legal status of women ... fails 

to reflect the frequently very wide discrepancies between law and everyday prac¬ 
tice.” She perceptively remarked that 

women in some societies may participate fully and equally in the process of eco¬ 
nomic production, but find themselves constrained by traditional expectations as 
to the division of labour at home. Or they may wield considerable power within 
the family but very little in the governance of the community or country . 61 

The cultural context made defining women’s status even more difficult. Western 
researchers might judge the status of a woman who bore ten children as low 
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because she did not have “personal autonomy” in child spacing. But in her own 
culture, that woman’s status might be very high because in the “eyes of her fam¬ 
ily and community” her prestige “rises with every child she bears .” 62 Sipila con¬ 
cluded that the concept of “status” could not be reduced to single variables such 
as employment or political rights or low fertility. This report enabled the CSW 
to broaden the scope of its inquiry beyond political and legal rights. Now cul¬ 
tural and social factors were on the table as well. 

Sipila’s report also moved the issue of family planning out of the realm of 
macroeconomics and into the realm of women’s rights. From the new venue it 
was only one short step to human rights. She wrote: 

Viewing the status of women in the context of family planning as a fundamental 
human right reminds us that the time has passed when human rights could be 
discussed on a purely theoretical level. The question now becomes one of specify¬ 
ing the conditions under which individual women can truly decide, both freely 
and responsibly, on the number and spacing of their children.... It is a question 
of ensuring the actual conditions under which women may exercise the full range 
of human rights to which they are entitled . 63 

With this report, the groundwork was laid for the CSW to make a firm claim on 
the field of development. Women from developing countries would have much 
to say on this issue, of course, but this early instance of women claiming new 
political turf at the UN demonstrated what was possible when women were ap¬ 
pointed to policymaking positions. 

Family planning, or birth control, as it was explicitly called in this era, came 
to occupy a major place on the agenda of many women’s organizations. Hilkka 
Pietila notes that “women activists saw this as a major issue for women in gen¬ 
eral and not just in the developing countries .” 64 Although it was and continues 
to be a much-contested issue, many nations eagerly embraced the new agenda, 
particularly in Asia. 

Pivotal figures such as Sipila were sometimes able to merge the male-domi¬ 
nated areas of the UN with the research skills and expertise of the CSW for 
specific projects, and such temporary unions sometimes led to lasting influence. 
For example, the leading UN body in the promotion of population programs, 
UNFPA, which had been established as a trust fund for work on population by 
the Secretary-General in 1967, has emerged as a forerunner in the engagement of 
the UN in women’s rights, albeit slowly. UNFPA funds helped pay for the na¬ 
tional surveys on which Helvi Sipila based her report on the links between 
women’s status and family planning. In the early 1970s, Executive Director Rafael 
Salas used UNFPA funds to finance regional conferences and underwrite activi¬ 
ties related to women and population in other UN bodies, including UNICEF, 
the ECA, and the FAC). 65 
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Despite the uncovering of women’s knowledge and this nuancing and af¬ 
firmation of women’s rights, the dominance of demographers continued with 
neo-Malthusian approaches to population programs. It would take another two 
decades and the expertise of the women’s lobbies that were built up over the 
decade 1985-1995, operating at international conferences, before the centrality 
of women in shaping their reproductive rights would be restored on the UN 
agenda in 1994 at the UN International Conference on Population and Develop¬ 
ment in Cairo. 

In many ways, the engagement of women and the UN during this period on 
the issue of birth control was a failed attempt. In spite of the best efforts of 
women, the links between the main discipline of population studies and women’s 
status did not emerge clearly. And in spite of the prodigious work UNESCO did 
on women’s capacity to access rights and other enabling ideas from the UN sys¬ 
tem, the location of women in international dialogue remained firmly in the 
realm of geography and politics. On the issue of population, women had to re¬ 
invent the wheel (again). They would score a more definite victory in Cairo in 
1994. To transpose Boserup’s dictum that excluding women hurts development, 
it would be fair to say excluding women’s agency from population discourse and 
practice has hurt the population issue itself as much as it has hurt women. 

Finding Allies: UNESCO 

UNESCO played a crucial role in revealing women’s particular location within 
various sociopolitical contexts and identifying the levers required to emancipate 
them. It became a strong ally of the CSW in these early years. Its studies ex¬ 
tended to the role of social sciences in population activities and provided inputs 
both to the UN conference on population in Bucharest and the UN conference 
on women in Mexico City. It prepared documents on population and educa¬ 
tion, population and environment, population and family planning activities, 
population and human rights, and population and the family for the Bucharest 
conference. UNESCO’s view was that population as a subject was important not 
just because of its human rights aspects but also because it pointed to the social, 
cultural, and economic framework within which demographic factors should 
be perceived. By the end of the 1970s, UNESCO was emphasizing research on 
the status of women in relation to development and demographic behavior with 
a special emphasis on family structures and the household. 

Through its studies UNESCO argued that the only way women can tear 
through the screen of “preserving tradition and culture” was to put them in 
places of formal power, in public and political spaces. This argument foreshad¬ 
owed realizations of the worldwide women’s movement several decades later, 
clearly claimed at the UN world conference in Beijing in 1995. UNESCO went 
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farther than promoting the familiar cause of education for women; it revealed 
the layers beneath the word “status.” UNESCO not only uncovered women’s cul¬ 
tural values through anthropological studies, it linked equality to power. The 
agency continuously drew attention to power and politics and how crucial po¬ 
litical power is for recasting gender relations, landing equality, removing dis¬ 
crimination, and overpowering cultural inhibitions. 

The new integration idea stimulated questions that were emerging from studies 
done elsewhere during this period, such as projects that revealed that the stan¬ 
dards for education of girls were lower than those for boys in Africa. It was not 
just a question of ensuring equal access by enabling girls to “catch up” with boys 
in recruitment. Both gaps—in access to and in quality of education—had to be 
tackled. In i960, women teachers from Africa met to discuss this problem. The 
Department of Social Sciences of UNESCO contributed to a socioeconomic 
analysis of women’s access to education in Sub-Saharan Africa, prepared by Af¬ 
rican experts, published in 1962. Other studies included socio-anthropological 
studies (South and Southeast Asia), a study of the changing social position of 
women (Japan), and a study of the emancipation of women (Turkey). Many of 
these studies were carried out by women from the countries being studied or 
were syntheses of reports already published in the country. Cross-country stud¬ 
ies promoted mutual appreciation of different value systems. 

A 1966 recommendation by UNESCO concerning the status of teachers re¬ 
ferred to discrimination against women. It asked that the subject of women’s 
status be incorporated in the national educational curricula so that public edu¬ 
cation could carry the campaign for women’s equality forward. 

Well before the Women’s Decade was even planned, UNESCO devised a set 
of institutional mechanisms to deal with the women’s question in education in 
particular and on the larger canvas of social sciences and culture. While the De¬ 
partment of Social Sciences was the main agency, in 1965 it also set up a special 
unit to oversee the mandate of equality in education for women. Two years later, 
this unit was given the responsibility to coordinate a ten-year program to pro¬ 
mote women’s equality of access to education. UNESCO’s Department of Mass 
Media Communication had the mandate to disseminate information about edu¬ 
cation linked to women’s rights and equality. 

In the area of programming, like many other agencies, UNESCO followed a 
more conventional approach in the early 1960s; it emphasized activities such as 
home economics and welfare services touching upon women’s familial roles and 
needs. But somewhat along the lines of the CSW, UNESCO’s perspective changed 
in the latter part of the 1960s, when it increasingly stressed women’s contribu¬ 
tion to the social and economic development of their countries. The role of edu¬ 
cational planning as a means toward this end also came into prominence. 66 
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In his report of 1968, UNESCO’s director-general expressed that “it is impos¬ 
sible to conceive of development, absurd to imagine the building of peace in 
minds and hearts, without the active co-operation of women.” UNESCO’s unique 
positioning and mandate enabled its staff to look at women’s intellectual and 
cultural contributions as well. The Division of Philosophy prepared a collection 
of “Comparative Studies on the Cultural and Intellectual Role of Women” in 
1975 - 67 

As part of this work, scholars undertook a series of UNESCO studies on the 
social, cultural, political, and economic roles of African women in traditional 
precolonial society in Benin, Guinea, Kenya, Madagascar, Mali, and Niger. In 
1976, the director-general reported that “women also have to contend with more 
specific obstacles relating to customs, ways of life and the traditional distribu¬ 
tion of labor in male-dominated societies, and with the isolation of women which 
is often desired by the men, whether consciously or unconsciously.” 68 The agency 
emphasized that women in many societies are required to maintain traditions 
that exclude them from spheres of power and participation. Because cultural 
practices have always marked sexual differences and gender structures the divi¬ 
sion of labor, gender discrimination has both political-economic dimensions 
and cultural values. This leads to a conflict between the struggle against gender 
differentiation and the recognition of cultural specificity. 69 

Studies showed that problems such as girls’ higher rates of school-leaving 
were connected with structural changes overtaking national economies, such as 
urbanization. UNESCO realized that it was necessary to look at all women’s roles 
in tandem—social, cultural, political, and economic. Women’s status within the 
family was a strong indicator of their ability to perform extrafamilial roles. For 
African women, specific obstacles revealed were customs, way of life, sexual di¬ 
vision of labor, male-dominated society, and the isolation of women. UNESCO’s 
study Women and Racial Discrimination in Rhodesia, one of the 1975 series, showed 
that race was an axis of discrimination that could affect the process of develop¬ 
ment for women . 70 

While it was in 1977-1982 that UNESCO first considered women as a social 
group and declared the improvement of their status as an objective, the ground 
for this defining moment had been prepared much earlier. In 1974, a study en¬ 
titled UNESCO’s Contribution toward Improving the Status of Women was pre¬ 
sented to the Executive Board. 71 In 1976, the General Conference proclaimed 
that an aim of the next program was to enable women to take part in economic 
and social development on an equal footing with men. As areas of specialization 
became more strictly defined within the UN family of agencies, UNESCO did 
not seem to figure in the interactions of women’s movements with the UN as 
much as the UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, or the ILO. But in those early years it was 
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at the vanguard of breaking open the concept of status and bringing value through 
research into the CSW’s work; it was the most critical handmaiden to the com¬ 
mission. 

Expanding Women’s Space: The International 
Women’s Year Conference at Mexico City 

The UN held numerous regional seminars and forums and global confer¬ 
ences during the late 1960s and 1970s on thematic issues of development and 
rights, including the International Conference on Human Rights in Tehran (1968), 
the World Population Conference in Bucharest (1974), and the World Food Con¬ 
ference in Rome (1974). The seminars and forums drew on the work of the CSW, 
especially DEDAW, and linked development issues with women’s status . 72 

During the 1970s, conferences did not take women into account very well, but 
some of the agencies had sections that were predominantly managed by wom¬ 
en, and these individuals became the “activators.” For example, the FAO had an 
efficient nutrition section that was staffed mainly by women. It ensured that 
women’s roles in food production, especially in Africa, were covered in the con¬ 
ference documents. When the World Food Conference was taking place, an NGO 
group was organizing a parallel conference at Rome that succeeded in influenc¬ 
ing the official conference. 73 Members of this group had been active in their own 
countries well before the conference, influencing the preparations for the world 
event (it is now called the NGO/CSO Forum for Food Sovereignty). 

The CSW was a major presence at some of these conferences. For example, at 
the International Conference on Human Rights in Teheran women won the en¬ 
dorsement of the General Assembly for the unified long-term UN program for 
the advancement of women in the conference’s resolution IX. Their special skill 
of combining their focus on women’s rights with emerging issues at the UN in 
order to strengthen both issues was also evident; although the resolution pro¬ 
moted “women’s rights in the modern world,” it was basically a development 
plan. This sleight of hand shows how equality and development were both im¬ 
portant concepts for women’s advancement and status and occupied a legiti¬ 
mate place in a human rights document. As John Mathiason has noted, “While 
[the unified long-term plan for the advancement of women] maintained its hu¬ 
man rights base, its focus was heavily on issues related to economic and social 
development, especially on education .” 74 

The long-term plan asked for education for women and compulsory elemen¬ 
tary education for girls, economic plans that would enable women to contribute 
to national development, the establishment of national commissions on the sta¬ 
tus of women, and the development of human resources and community ser¬ 
vices that incorporate women’s skills. It also affirmed the need for all member 


66 


Women, Development, and the UN 


states to ratify the various conventions on women’s equality, rights, equal remu¬ 
neration, discrimination, and protection against abuses such as trafficking. 75 

Despite its positive features, the long-term plan for women approved in Te¬ 
heran can be faulted for not having successfully integrated women into the main¬ 
stream regime of human rights. It did not stipulate that all human rights con¬ 
ventions and UN system-wide activities had to reflect concerns of women (e.g., 
on torture, in armed conflict situations, etc.). For example, the Proclamation of 
Teheran mentions women only once. It states: 

The discrimination of which women are still victims in various regions of the 
world must be eliminated. An inferior status for women is contrary to the Charter 
of the United Nations as well as the provisions of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. The full implementation of the Declaration on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women is a necessity for the progress of mankind . 76 

The proclamation does not mention women in the context of war. However, 
looked at from a more evolutionary point of view, the plan represents an early 
and synergistic exercise in planning for women on a multisectoral basis. The 
lesson is that women’s needs are not divisible. They represent half of humanity 
and cannot be confined to one set of rights or needs. By locating the plan in the 
intersection of development and rights, the resolution set the format that would 
be used in later women’s conferences. 

At a very basic level, the UN world conferences of this period were informa¬ 
tive and useful because they mapped broad trends across the world and pre¬ 
sented plans of action that were multisectoral and had a long-term perspective. 
The themes that were chosen related to pressing problems such as food and popu¬ 
lation, both of which were widely seen as portents of future global crises. At 
another level, the conferences triggered a mobilization of groups and individu¬ 
als who learned to use conferences as opportunities to lobby for changes at na¬ 
tional and local levels. This aspect led to a strengthening of national, regional, 
and global networks taking up particular causes or fighting for changes in laws 
and policies in general. They also opened up the hitherto-little-realized matter 
of women’s roles and contributions in sectors such as agriculture and industry, 
which led to new searches for knowledge and ways to disseminate new infor¬ 
mation. 

The convergence of the momentum created by development mandates cre¬ 
ated by the goals of the Second Development Decade and the growing visibility 
of the issue of women’s rights in the UN made new initiatives possible. The 
international women’s movement provided an external context for these initia¬ 
tives. The CSW had always welcomed representatives from women’s NGOs as 
observers at its meetings, and in 1972, the Women’s International Democratic 
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Federation used its observer status to ask the commission to proclaim an Inter¬ 
national Women’s Year (IWY) to mark its twenty-fifth anniversary. 77 The com¬ 
mission took the proposal to ECOSOC, which approved it in 1974. Many at the 
UN felt that this would be just another theme year among many and that not 
much would come of it; previous theme years had accomplished little. But the 
IWY of 1975 proved to be a watershed in the history of women around the world. 78 

By the time of the IWY, the women’s question had become complex and 
multifaceted. Women’s integration in development had been raised as a policy 
imperative within and outside the UN. The WID perspective enhanced the un¬ 
derstanding of women’s development needs and the need to improve statistical 
measures of women’s work. That women influenced the course of development 
was more or less accepted, whether the subject was the production of food, popu¬ 
lation, education, rights, contribution to rural development, petty trading, home- 
based work, sweatshop work, or domestic workers . 79 

The initial goal of the IWY was to “devote that year to intensified action to 
promote equality between men and women and to increase women’s contribu¬ 
tion to national and international development.” 80 Gloria Scott of the Secre¬ 
tariat was assigned the task of collecting what data existed in preparation for the 
conference; her report, “Integration of Women in the Development Process as 
Equal Partners with Men” was submitted as an official document of the confer¬ 
ence in Mexico City. 81 In 1974, ECOSOC asked the Secretary-General to convene 
an international conference during the IWY that focused on these goals, which 
women had linked to the goal of peace. The world conference on women in 
Mexico City was a defining moment for the internal/extemal partnerships women 
had crafted because it was the start of the most vibrant and influential phase of 
the worldwide women’s movement. The NGO Forum idea changed the nature 
of the participation of women in ah future UN conferences on development, 
rights, children, women, environment, population, and social development. The 
Mexico conference set the procedures not only for wide participation but also 
for monitoring follow-up on UN pledges. 

The period leading to the Mexico conference set the stage for the Interna¬ 
tional Women’s Decade to build and expand on many ideas and structures from 
the early years of the United Nations. Since the modernization project’s concern 
was to “uplift” the newly liberated nations out of their poverty and “backward¬ 
ness,” development cooperation attempted to integrate women into develop¬ 
ment as part of their “humanitarian” approach. Development policymakers re¬ 
alized that women needed to be included in development projects, but they saw 
them incorrectly as mirror images of housewives in developed countries. A gap 
developed between development projects from the North and the research on 
the ground about the reahties of women’s hves in the South. The distances wid- 
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Box 2.2. Annie Jiagge: Driving Force in the CSW 

Annie Jiagge (Ghana) was a member of the CSW from 1962 to 1972 
and served as chairperson in 1968. She was one of the participants in the 
1972 UN Interregional Meeting of Experts on the Integration of Women in 
Development and played an active role in drafting the Declaration, and 
later the Convention, on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women. She founded and was the first chairperson of the Ghana 
National Council on Women and Development initiated in 1974. She attrib¬ 
uted her idea for the council to her experience with the CSW. Under her 
leadership, the council made increasing women’s incomes its priority. She 
headed Ghana’s delegation to the Mexico City conference in 1975, where 
she was one of the delegates who proposed a draft resolution that be¬ 
came the basis for Women’s World Banking. At Mexico City, she remarked, 
“What we have put in motion is a revolution from which there is no turning 
back. If we succeed, all humanity has a chance.” For ten years she was a 
driving force on the commission and helped shape its programs and de¬ 
velop its unwavering focus on women’s rights. At her death, Secretary- 
General Boutros-Ghali noted that “she employed her vision of full equal 
rights for all women in the shaping of the draft Declaration on the Elimina¬ 
tion of Discrimination against Women.... The process required determi¬ 
nation and ingenuity. Annie Jiagge had those attributes.” 

Sources: Women Go Global; http://www.poorservants.com/links.htm; trib¬ 
ute by UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali on the occasion of 
the memorial for Justice Annie Ruth Jiagge, 3 August 1996. 


ened as the decades proceeded and the women of the South consolidated their 
perspective. 

More than 130 nations sent delegates to the World Conference of the Interna¬ 
tional Women’s Year in Mexico City; 75 percent were women. The conference 
served to open the UN to many more NGOs. While earlier it was the bigger, 
more established NGOs that attended international conferences, at Mexico City, 
many smaller, South-based nontraditional NGOs found a meaningful space for 
themselves that went beyond tokenism. The networking of women from many 
movements at these conferences led to the birth of a worldwide women’s move¬ 
ment that steadily gained in strength, visibility, and clout over the next decades. 
Women from within the governments turned out to be important allies of 
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women’s groups in pushing through changes. Women were able to forge a politi¬ 
cal identity on the basis of the discrimination they faced universally, in spite of 
diversity and divisions. They emerged as a global social entity. 

The conference brought about a crucial change in the area of data collec¬ 
tion and analysis. The recommendations of the conference led to efforts through 
the UN Decade for Women to “map” women better. Hilkka Pietila writes that 
“[d]uring the Decade the UN system collected an enormous amount of infor¬ 
mation, facts and figures on the lives, problems and conditions of women in dif¬ 
ferent countries. However, this highlighted the problem that, as a rule, national 
and international statistics did not provide gender-disaggregated data .” 82 This 
became the basis for a demand that member states review their procedure of 
data collection, which helped reduce some of the invisibility of women’s work 
and contributions to society. 

Another measure of the impact of the conference is seen in the adoption of 
its World Plan of Action (WPA), which acknowledged that women did not have 
equal access to resources. Its goal was to secure this access for women in educa¬ 
tion, employment opportunities, political participation, health services, hous¬ 
ing, nutrition, and family planning. It also set minimum targets to be met by 
1980. It paid attention to social issues such as migrant women, female prisoners, 
prostitution, and trafficking. One of the strengths of the WPA was that it al¬ 
lowed each country to decide its own strategy and identify its own targets and 
priorities. It also suggested that the UN General Assembly establish mechanisms 
for regular review of recommendations. 

Another outcome of the conference was that 127 member states decided to 
establish what were called “national machinery/institutions” dealing with policy, 
research, and programs on WID (many other member states already had these 
in place). Leticia Shahani, who had chaired the Commission on the Status of 
Women in 1974, recalls that “the Philippine delegation had to create a national 
machinery before it went to Mexico because we wanted to announce to the world 
that we had a national machinery in accordance with General Assembly resolu¬ 
tions. That’s one of the wonderful things which the UN can do—to put pressure 
on national governments to think and act on global issues which also affect do¬ 
mestic policies.” 83 

The Plan of Action that the Mexico conference generated changed percep¬ 
tions of women at the United Nations. Instead of seeing women as mere recipi¬ 
ents of support and assistance, the plan acknowledged women’s contributions 
to development and peace. It included significant departures from earlier no¬ 
tions of women and development. While earlier it was thought that develop¬ 
ment served women (and men), a new consensus emerged that development 
was not possible without women . 84 
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However, the conference was not problem-free. No consensus could be reached 
on the Declaration of Mexico, partly because conference organizers had not had 
enough time to follow the usual procedure of reaching consensus during a sev¬ 
eral-years’-long preparation process. Cold War tensions were apparent in the 
positions countries took on various issues, slowing down the progress that could 
be made; G-77 countries came to the conference with a draff declaration, which 
prompted Germany, the United States, and the United Kingdom to quickly draff 
a “Western” declaration. The G-77 version’s references to Zionism as a form of 
racism proved to be contentious. Furthermore, the three themes of the confer¬ 
ence drew different responses from women from different regions. Former 
UNIFEM director Margaret Snyder recalls that “the question of the scope of 
women’s issues caused a serious riff among delegates at Mexico City. The major 
concern of women of the North, where feminism was taking hold, was male- 
female relations and opportunities. For women of the South, fresh from colonial 
domination, issues such as apartheid, the global economy, and Palestinian rights 
were integral to improving the status and situation of women.” 85 And Eddah 
Gachukia, who led the Kenyan delegation to the conference, has written that 
“although the themes of the conference—equality, development, and peace— 
were and remain important, our priorities in Kenya were different. While for 
women from developed countries the issue that resonated most was equality, in 
most provinces of Kenya the priority was bringing water closer to homes.” 86 

A parallel meeting for women in NGOs called the Women’s Tribune was held 
by NGOs, activists, and academics at a venue near Mexico City . 87 The Tribune 
was useful in creating cross-linkages between middle-class and poor women in 
Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America . 88 For many of the women who attended, 
many of whom were from developing countries, it was the first time they real¬ 
ized that women around the world struggled with the same issues and had simi¬ 
lar interests. Women and development emerged as an important commonality: 
the UN Division for the Advancement of Women’s history notes that “discus¬ 
sions concerning the male bias of development policies focused on how they 
worsened women’s situations rather than ameliorated them .” 89 The Tribune set 
in motion a new wave of the international women’s movement, one that brought 
new ideas from women from developing countries that expanded and enriched 
feminist thought, especially regarding development issues. 

The Mexico City conference and the Decade for Women set in motion a long¬ 
term campaign for the advancement of women. Numerous NGOs, informal 
groups, and national and international programs were spawned by these efforts. 
For example, the Women’s Feature Service (WFS), which seeks to provide print 
and audiovisual service on development from progressive women’s perspectives 
to mainstream media, was launched after the first world conference on women 
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as a UNESCO-UNFPA initiative. The conference itself meant that women’s con¬ 
cerns had received some attention, and this enabled the WFS to gain ground. 
Today it has writers from forty countries and media clients around the world. 90 
Many of the women who attended the Mexico City conference from far-flung 
countries encountered the UN for the first time, as they did the diversity and 
energy of women’s groups from all over the world. The exposure strengthened 
their sense of identity as well as their capacity and desire to engage with the UN. 
Thus, Mexico City provided more than a document called the Plan of Action; it 
was the jumping board for a new phase of the UN’s partnership with the women’s 
constituency. 

The Peace Tent 

Until 1975, UN discussions on aspects of security and defense almost never 
referred to women; in the postwar conventions, male nouns and pronouns were 
used to represent both men and women. 91 The themes of the International 
Women’s Year of equality, development, and peace brought women into the 
official references to peace. The delegations from Greece and Guatemala had 
suggested that the word “peace” be added to the themes, arguing that women, as 
much as men, should be encouraged to join in the search for solutions to two of 
the most urgent issues of the period, peace and disarmament. It is no coinci¬ 
dence that in 1975 women were called upon by a General Assembly resolution 
to participate in the process of strengthening international peace and security. 92 
The assembly was beginning to perceive women not just as victims but also as 
potential contributors to the peacemaking process. It also called for an expan¬ 
sion of the “process of international detente” to ensure that it was irreversible. 
The Mexico City conference conclusively demonstrated that the absence of peace 
deeply affects the effectiveness of development initiatives and the efforts to build 
equality that will mitigate structural violence. 

The CSW’s thinking about women in wartime was evolving during this pe¬ 
riod. The issue of protection of women and children in armed conflicts and 
emergencies had touched off a strong debate in 1969. Some of the members of 
the commission argued that women and children were not entitled to more pro¬ 
tection than any other civilians caught in dangerous situations. Nevertheless, 
the CSW decided that women and children should be considered the most vul¬ 
nerable members of the population who were too often the victims of inhuman 
acts. In a resolution adopted on 14 December 1974, the General Assembly urged 
governments to do everything possible “to spare women and children from the 
ravages of war.” It reminded them of their obligations under the 1925 Geneva 
Protocol and the 1949 Geneva Conventions and affirmed that all forms of re- 
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pression and cruel and inhuman treatment of women and children were crimi¬ 
nal acts . 93 The collapsing of women and children into a single category that re¬ 
quired safeguarding can be seen as the beginning of a move away from a 
nongendered discourse on the issue, but it is debatable whether that linguistic 
choice shows a sufficient understanding of women and war. 

Before Mexico City, women participated in the arenas of war and peace as 
victims of military action. At the conference, Leticia Shahani says, “governments 
accepted the issue of women, the status of women, as a governmental concern. It 
wasn’t just a social welfare [issue] handled only by NGOs. Now governments 
took a serious look at how half of the population in their societies live .” 94 Gov¬ 
ernments that signed the Declaration of Mexico pledged to eliminate all ob¬ 
stacles that stood in the way of women’s full integration into national develop¬ 
ment and peace. The declaration stressed the important role that women had to 
play not only in the achievement and maintenance of international peace but in 
“peace in all spheres of life: in the family, the community, the nation and the 
world.. . . Women must participate equally with men in the decision-making 
processes which help to promote peace at all levels .” 95 This was an important 
breakthrough that expanded the formal definition of peace used in international 
relations. 


3 


Questioning Development Paradigms, 
1976-1985 


An unattainable goal is as meaningless as a right that cannot be exercised. 
Equality of opportunities cannot be achieved in the face of tremendous 
disabilities and obstacles which the social system imposes on all those sectors 

whom traditional India treated as second class... citizens _ The application 

of the theoretical principle of equality in the context of unequal situations only 
intensifies inequalities, because equality in such situations merely means 
privileges for those who have them already and not for those who need them. 

—Lotika Sarkar and Vina Mazumdar, 1974 1 


• Questioning Knowledge 

• Questioning Development Models 

• Adding to the Institutional Architecture 

• Cultivating Networks: DAWN Mobilizes for Nairobi 

• Applying New Knowledge: The ATRCW and the Lagos Plan of 

Action 

During the period 1976-1985, tensions between the East and the West, the 
two ideological blocs that dominated the global landscape, were intense. The 
playing out of this adversarial politics in the UN stimulated the emergence of a 
lively third bloc that did not get swept into either camp but carved out its own 
trajectory. The third bloc was interested in follow-up work on permanent sover¬ 
eignty issues, especially as they related to the ownership of physical and intellec¬ 
tual assets and the control over their use. This work led to the Declaration on a 
New International Economic Order (NIEO) and the Charter of Economic Rights 
and Duties of States in 1974. 

In a shift related to the emerging power of the third bloc, the scope of devel¬ 
opment widened to include equity considerations. The concept of equity cov¬ 
ered the economic dimension as well as a larger concern for the well-being of 
peoples, to use a latter-day term, through provisioning of key material and so¬ 
cial requirements of daily life. A contradictory trend was the reappearance of the 
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modernization enterprise as the dominant idea for development—a new avatar 
of trickle-down economics, inappropriately labeled neoliberal, instead of ill-lib¬ 
eral, as in fact it turned out to be. Louis Emmerij has noted that “[n]ot only did 
this new orthodoxy become the economic strategy of the West but, through its 
adoption by the World Bank and the IMF (International Monetary Fund), it 
became the conventional wisdom of practically the entire globe, whether volun¬ 
tarily or not.” 2 The pains of structural adjustment appeared and along with them 
the critique of this ill-liberal paradigm. This energized research and stimulated 
debates on development. 

The process of understanding what equality means to women continued; 
significant new contributions such as embedding development in rights and 
exposing and dealing with culture and its relationship to the affirmation of 
women’s rights came together—a convergence of thought that is an attribute of 
women’s intellect. Collective strategizing—notably in the shape of alliances be¬ 
tween the “inside” and the “outside”—transmuted UN spaces, including UN 
conferences, turning them into sites of struggles and campaigns as well as set¬ 
tings for solidarity-building through shared knowledge. 

As a result of the world conference held in Mexico City in 1975, the UN for¬ 
mally declared 1976-1985 as the Decade for Women. Almost all development 
agencies—international, regional, national, and UN specialized agencies—had 
to engage with the woman question. This system-wide mandate created enor¬ 
mous demands for information, which produced an explosion of knowledge. 
Information on the particulars of women’s position in the political economy 
was made clearer both within and outside the UN, which prepared several glo¬ 
bal reviews of development in relation to women’s position. 

In development terms, both the welfare approach—one that sought to bring 
women into development as better mothers who could improve the lives of fam¬ 
ily members through better birth spacing and nutrition—and the emancipation 
approach—the socialist model that sought to improve women’s status through 
state provision of goods and services—continued to be applied. 3 The purpose of 
the original women in development approach, which emerged in the 1970s, was 
to gain equity for women in the development process and to seek to reduce in¬ 
equality with men. New research during this decade emphasized the inequalities 
between women and men, and the earlier concerns or perceptions based on sex 
roles were replaced by new concepts, in particular the concept of gender, a rela¬ 
tional understanding of the difference between men and women in structures of 
power. Debates about whether gender or biological sex was the best way to con¬ 
ceptualize women’s inequality continued throughout this decade, not only in 
relationship to femininity and masculinity but also regarding other differences 
and inequalities related to class and race. 4 
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The Non-Aligned Movement provided an opportunity for women from the 
countries that had been liberated or had liberated themselves from imperial 
powers. Several entered the UN in the era 1946-1974, and eight more joined at 
the time under consideration in this chapter. 5 They brought their own collective 
view on inequality between men and women and its relation to the overall struggle 
for justice. They emerged as a credible presence in the UN world conferences on 
women because of the linkage the NAM made between women’s struggle and 
the struggle against other forms of domination and with the global economic 
power regimes. Women from the developing countries or the South emerged as 
intellectual and political beings no longer “behind a veil,” uncovering knowl¬ 
edge, emphasizing diversity. Networks and caucuses emerged with specialized 
interests and politics, moving along their own learning curve. 

Questioning Knowledge 

Redefining Women’s Work 

One of the issues where provisioning of knowledge had an impact was on the 
measurement and understanding of the work women do. Research within the 
ILO, the UNDP, and the FAO as well as by scholars and organizers revealed that 
there were deep flaws in the tools used to measure female labor because of the 
nature and style of women’s work. There was recognition that the work styles of 
women are determined by history, biology, and cultural attitudes—a whole pack¬ 
age. These work styles are characterized by intermittent participation over the 
life cycle or even over a day or week; contribution to productive activities at the 
processing/premarketing stage, which is less visible and less likely to involve cash; 
and intermingling of production for self-consumption and production for sale. 
They are not easy to disentangle, and the existing designs did not capture them. 
Furthermore, household structures as well as religion/culture, size of family, and 
number of infants all affected female labor force participation more than they 
affected male labor force participation. 

The existence of these flaws in the premises of measures was systematically 
uncovered by the experience from the ground as well as the work of women 
academics. 6 In 1981, the ILO took a deeper look at unpaid work and discussed 
several ways in which it could be measured. Measuring women’s unpaid work 
was important for several reasons: if it was measured it could be included in 
national accounts, and quantifying such work would help point policymakers to 
an understanding of inequalities between paid and unpaid work. 7 To facilitate 
comparison with market-oriented activities, UN agencies, especially the ILO, 
attempted to measure non-market household work in terms of volume of in- 
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puts and outputs or by attaching a monetary value to these outputs. 8 In 1983, 
even as studies were emerging from the continents of Latin America and Africa 
on the failure of measurement techniques to capture women’s employment and 
work typologies, the ILO, led by Richard Anker, undertook a study of “Female 
Labour-Force Participation: An ILO Research on Conceptual and Measurement 
Issues.” 9 

One of the values that emerged from time-use studies—for example, one done 
in India in 1976-1977—was the revelation that poor women (women from land¬ 
less households) were more deeply engaged in work than their men. 10 This study 
found that the female work participation rate was inversely related to class and 
that not only were children of the poor working in fields, farms, and firms but 
that in rural areas little girls worked as mother surrogates for up to eighteen 
hours a day. 11 It suggested that the methodologies used by statistical systems not 
only neglect housework and its value, they do not even measure the economic 
activity of the kind the majority of women in developing countries engage in. It 
revealed that even when housework is brought into recognition in systems of 
national accounts, breaking down housework into its components such as house¬ 
hold production (as different from cooking, cleaning, and caring) across ages, 
classes, occupations, and seasons in agriculture would help to identify the kind 
of responses programs and policies needed to make. The study also showed ways 
in which time disposition in hours can be incorporated into large-scale house¬ 
hold surveys, thus rectifying the inaccuracy of the national data. 12 

These suggestions were made to the national and international data systems, 
and the variable of household production as different from household chores 
was incorporated in some of the official household surveys in India. In this mea¬ 
surement scheme, the major departure was the use of the variable of time (espe¬ 
cially hours of drudgery and hard labor) rather than the variable of money as 
the unit of measurement. For the poor, especially women, measuring labor in 
this way would reorder the hierarchies embedded in measures and values. In a 
world dominated by economics, putting a monetary value as well as a time mea¬ 
sure on women’s work is seen by many as a strategic—even though insufficient— 
action. Time as a measure of value would reverse the values of men and women’s 
work—women would always come on top because they spend more hours work¬ 
ing than men. 

Ideas fly across regions and balloon into interregional advocacy. Women in 
the labor force became a primary area of investigation and policymaking during 
the women’s decade. The Instituto Universitario de Pesquisas do Rio de Janeiro 
(IUPERJ), a Brazilian research institute, called a Seminar on Women in the Labour 
Force in Latin America in 1979. This seminar brought together demographers 
and women’s rights activists from the whole region, who carved out an agenda 
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both for improving the quality of data collected and for understanding women’s 
work in a broader context of work and regional economic impulses and prob¬ 
lems. The seminar also invited representatives from other regions such as Africa 
and Asia, cross-fertilizing the analytical exercises. This seminar triggered semi¬ 
nars in other regions on the same set of issues. The interregional links made at 
IUPERJ laid the first “brick” for the building of the network Development Alter¬ 
natives with Women for a New Era; both the convener of the seminar, Neuma 
Aguiar, and the representative of the African continent, Marie-Angelique Savane, 
were to become founding members of DAWN. Indian work on household sur¬ 
vey design to take into account women’s role in the economy transformed the 
first Conference on Household Survey convened by the UN Statistical Office at 
the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) in 
Bangkok in 1980. 13 Later that decade, the United Nations International Research 
and Training Institute for the Advancement of Women held its international 
conference on the invisibility and visibility of women in statistics in India 14 and 
UNIFEM undertook pilot interventions in the questionnaire the Indian census 
used in 1991. UNIFEM demonstrated that the method used led to the 
underenumeration of workers, drawing from the recommendations of an In¬ 
dian time-use study’s argument and suggestions for methodology. 15 A seminar 
on Women in the Labour Force in South Asia was convened by the Asian Re¬ 
gional Team for Employment Promotion, an offshoot of the ILO in the ESCAP 
region with offices in Bangkok. 

Each of these seminars brought together data on women’s labor force parti¬ 
cipation and location in the economy and the special features of their location 
in the labor force. They drew attention to the fact that women were deeply em¬ 
bedded in the economic zones but were not recognized or enabled to sustain or 
enhance their positions. They clustered in the more poorly paid, more arduous, 
and less recognized areas of the occupational landscape. For example, women in 
Latin America were clustered in the urban domestic work sector because their 
livelihoods were disappearing in rural areas as a result of production choices 
and policies on land use. Such work emerged as a vital special held of feminist 
exploration that found an ally in the ILO, the UNDP, the FAO, UNIFEM, and 
INSTRAW—all of which held regional as well as global conferences on women 
and work, on women’s visibility and invisibility in statistics. National data sys¬ 
tems also responded and improved their gender-differentiated data on labor force 
participation. 

Most of this work was done through women’s studies centers and by women 
in applied social science centers who learned from and interacted with grassroots 
organizations and field-based research. Women’s studies entities, whether lo¬ 
cated in universities as women’s studies departments and programs or as inde- 
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pendent nongovernmental women’s resource centers, became spaces for dis¬ 
course, analysis, and building linkages across traditional political divides, be they 
North and South or other. They enabled the building of theory and mobiliza¬ 
tion across distances in geographical and political spaces to back up the theory. 
Chang Pilwha, a leading feminist from Korea, notes that in that country, where 
women’s studies came into being in the mid-1970s, “one of the remarkable 
achievements of women’s studies education is that it has produced many of the 
leaders in the women’s movements.” 16 

UN agencies such as UNESCO, the UNDP, and the United Nations Environ¬ 
ment Programme also carried out microanalyses of specific events or situations 
in both industrialized and developing countries to fill the gap in data that was 
identified at the beginning of the 1980s. Microanalysis was initiated in the early 
1980s by the United Nations University based on a series of meetings held in 
Tokyo in 1979, Oslo in 1980, and Dartmouth and Rome in 1981. 17 The seminar 
participants met again in 1982 to establish a methodological framework that would 
emphasize the role of women in development. The goal of such analysis was 
both to show how women are affected by change and to challenge stereotypes 
about development. It sought to bring women’s participation in social change 
into focus and to indicate to decision-makers how this participation could be 
enhanced by policies designed to support households and women in the present 
and the future. A life-course approach was used . 18 In the early 1990s, the seminar 
group published their findings in a report by Eleonora Barbieri Masini called 
“The Household, Gender, and Age Project.” The audience for this report was 
international and national level decision-makers, including the various UN spe¬ 
cialized agencies . 19 

During the ten-year period between the world conferences on women in 
Mexico and Nairobi, the tenor and content of the development discourse on 
women changed significantly. The emergence and growth of a self-identified 
worldwide women’s movement stimulated curiosity, enthusiasm, and the de¬ 
mand for more information, not only about the difference between men and 
women but also about the condition and aspirations of women and the larger 
picture. The UN and its agencies, governments, and organizations and scholars 
within the women’s movement were the chief consumers and producers of the 
new information about women generated during this decade. ECOSOC also took 
note in 1977 of the progress report by the Secretary-General on action “to estab¬ 
lish a system-wide UN research program on the role and position of women in 
development.” 20 The new research was one of the priorities that had emerged 
from the UN world conference on women in Mexico in 1975, which had identified 
gaps between men and women in the quantitative profile of inequalities in their 
economic activities. Stalwarts such as Ester Boserup and Nafis Sadik were mem¬ 
bers of a panel on women and work at that conference, where the importance of 
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employment for poor women and the need to understand its nature and its ex¬ 
istence through better measurement techniques were highlighted. 

The research on women and development included analysis of what is now 
called best practices: micro studies, explorations of cultural practices, sectoral 
and regional studies, and analytical reports examining the links between the re¬ 
alities on the ground and the policy impulses from the top on topics such as 
women, poverty, natural resources, and employment. The women’s lobby— 
women’s movement activists both inside and outside the United Nations—helped 
legitimize a new methodology that combined knowledge created by professional 
research and knowledge created by experience on the ground. 

The new research about women as workers entered the development discourse. 
During the women’s decade, the UN held several regional seminars on women’s 
participation in development, in particular with its regional economic and so¬ 
cial commissions: in Buenos Aires (1976); in Kathmandu, Havana, and Mauritania 
(1977); in Amman (1978); and in the Mediterranean region (1984). This theme 
was also echoed in a Conference of the Non-Aligned and Other Developing 
Countries in Baghdad in 1979. In July 1981, the First Encuentro Feminista Latino- 
americano y del Caribe was held in Bogota, Colombia, with more than 250 par¬ 
ticipants. The Second Encuentro Feminista followed in Lima, Peru, in July 1983, 
where more than 600 women discussed manifestations of patriarchy in the re¬ 
gion as it affected women workers. They looked at such practices as listing wom¬ 
en engaged in domestic work as unemployed, unequal wages, discrimination 
against women in the workplace, women’s double burden of work for wages and 
work at home, and the absence of social security for women who perform un¬ 
paid labor at home. 

By 1980, researchers, academics, and activists from the developing countries 
had become a communicating club, meeting frequently in various international 
forums, largely those convened by the specialized agencies such as the ILO, 
UNESCO, and the FAO; funds such as UNICEF and UNIFEM; and regional 
commissions such as ESCAP, the ECA, the Economic Commission for Latin 
America (ECLA), and the Economic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA). 
The entire system came alive through the knowledge base that was being pro¬ 
vided by the combination of activists, writers, researchers, and the UN family of 
organizations. Such gatherings added to the understanding of gender, showing 
both the differences in values arising out of location and political systems and 
the universality of the nettles in gender relations. It also enabled those who were 
designing policies in the South to use critical lenses to examine the policy ap¬ 
proaches and programs of the Eastern and Western blocs. 

During the UN Decade for Women, the ILO outlined the actions it would 
undertake vis-a-vis women workers and identified key areas of discrimination 
against women to fight. Irene Tinker notes that studies carried out by funding 
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agencies were “pragmatic studies” on the actual conditions of various women 
workers, but they tended to operate within the “liberal economic theory” of the 
funding agency. The UN on the other hand, “supported research on women from 
a broad, theoretical perspective.” Studies such as the one done for the Rural De¬ 
velopment Program of the ILO and the background document that was pre¬ 
pared for the mid-decade conference of the UN in Copenhagen, Tinker says, 
perceived women’s problems as “emanating from colonialism and the current 
capitalistic structure of global society.” 21 The ILO has also influenced regional or 
subregional initiatives. For example, the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 
has used the ILO Conventions to draw up model laws on equal opportunity and 
treatment for men and women. A number of countries have also introduced 
enforcement agencies as part of the national machinery. 

The ten-year interval between Mexico and Nairobi was unique in that women’s 
intellectual contributions on development became a major force, albeit slowly. 
These voices brought new information and knowledge along with a new mindset. 
From a more narrow and focused approach on women’s status vis-a-vis men, 
they enlarged the scope of investigation to look at the broader implications of 
global economic, political, and social changes and their impact on women’s lives 
in their entirety. These voices came from coalitions of developing countries that 
did not want their development agenda to be hijacked by the need to align with 
any particular big power or simply from networks of women researchers and 
activists who came together as a result of the world conferences and kept the 
communication grids humming with new information. As these outside voices 
became louder, they began to claim larger spaces and audiences within the UN. 

Questioning Development Models 

Women and the NAM 

By the 1960s, the majority of the members in the General Assembly were from 
the newly liberated countries and these nations and the Eastern bloc countries 
had become a strong presence in the UN. They supported the stand taken by 
developing countries on various issues surrounding development, identity, po¬ 
litical participation, and economic policies. New political alignments among 
developing countries were forged in the early 1960s as a result of the need to 
build, preserve, and exhibit a new identity both within and outside the UN. One 
such group was the G-77, the Group of 77 developing countries, which came 
into being in 1964 and became a formidable power bloc at the UN. These alli¬ 
ances, which constituted a substantive majority of membership, came to effec¬ 
tively influence UN policies. 22 
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Another such alliance was the Non-Aligned Movement, which was formed in 
1961 by a group of twenty-five states that were concerned about the accelerating 
arms race. The members were not aligned with either of the Cold War great 
powers. Many developing countries joined the NAM, and by 1964 a key compo¬ 
nent of the movement was criticism of Western colonialism. The NAM uses a 
nontraditional organization style in which each member state, regardless of size, 
has an equal voice in decision-making about global issues and politics. It pro¬ 
vided a strong platform from which developing states could discuss a range of 
issues having to do with equality, including women’s equality. 

The NAM was a strong and supportive presence, though physically invisible, 
in the UN conferences on women. Its attention to women’s contributions to 
economic development was sparked by the UN’s International Women’s Year. 
The Ministerial Conference of the Non-Aligned Countries that was held in Lima 
in August 1975, which took place right after the Mexico City conference, strongly 
supported and reiterated the Plan of Action, the document that emerged from 
the Mexico conference. 23 This support was reaffirmed in the many conferences 
that followed, including the Fifth Summit Conference of Heads of State of Gov¬ 
ernment of Non-Aligned Countries in Colombo in 1976 and the Conference of 
Foreign Ministers of Non-Aligned Countries in Belgrade in 1978. 24 

The NAM passed a series of resolutions on the issue of economic develop¬ 
ment in succeeding conferences, culminating in its Conference of Non-Aligned 
and Other Developing Countries on the Role of Women in Baghdad in 1979. 
Representatives from forty-five developing nations attended the conference, and 
the UN sent observers from the ILO, ECWA, the UNDP, the United Nations 
Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), and the WHO. As a result of 
dialogues in conference venues, the NAM saw women’s role in development as 
an international and political issue, in contrast to its earlier conceptualization of 
issues relating to women’s status as social or cultural phenomena. By the time of 
the UN’s Mid-Decade Review Conference in Copenhagen, the movement’s analy¬ 
sis of women in development had sharpened to a complex understanding of 
“the interconnection between trends in women’s roles and status in their societ¬ 
ies and the nature and pattern of the development processes, including the latter’s 
dependence on international, economic, and political relations.” 25 This model 
of development grew from a deep understanding of the realities of women’s 
lives in developing countries. 

The NAM approach was based on the principle of self-reliance, the idea that 
each country would determine what development policies would best serve its 
people. It “presuppose [d] the autonomy of each country in deciding on its own 
development, stemming from its full awareness of its own resources and devel¬ 
opment needs.” 26 In its attempt to usher in a New International Economic Or- 
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der, the NAM sought “a new system of world economic relations based on equality 
and common interests of all countries.” 27 This worldview saw all nations as in¬ 
terdependent entities with resources—intellectual, technological, and eco¬ 
nomic—to be exchanged cooperatively in a way that would benefit all parties. It 
envisioned that governments would share both research findings that included 
studies of women’s status and economic contributions, particularly those of ru¬ 
ral women, and their experiences with programs for women relating to develop¬ 
ment. 28 Members of the movement believed that “ [w]hat is particularly impor¬ 
tant to understand is that [the] self-reliant development pattern has the welfare 
of the people and not growth of GDP [gross domestic product] as its principal 
objective.” 29 The NAM approach to development grew policy from the reality 
on the ground and changed policies when realities changed. It featured a coop¬ 
erative sharing of resources between men and women, community members, 
and states. It did not see growth as a zero-sum game. 

The Baghdad conference document acknowledged that promoting women’s 
status and their role in development would yield other benefits, including “a 
more humane life,... peace and more equitable economic and political relations 
in the world, as well as ... progressive socio-economic changes in each coun¬ 
try.” 30 Conference participants located the roots of women’s oppression in two 
factors: 1) “poverty, iniquitous unequal utilization and distribution of resources 
and power that characterise the present world order,” and 2) “obsolete, irrational 
attitudes that thrive on inequalities of all types.” Although they acknowledged 
that development had benefited some women, they firmly stated that “for the 
majority, development has meant little more than stagnation, or increasing mis¬ 
ery, greater vulnerability to exploitation and sometimes even a decline in oppor¬ 
tunities and status in certain sectors.” 31 The conference participants were un¬ 
equivocal about the cause of women’s decline in status after development; the 
roots lay in development policymakers’ poor understanding of women’s roles in 
their societies and the low priority they gave to women. The Baghdad Recom¬ 
mendations were endorsed at the Sixth Conference of the Non-Aligned Move¬ 
ment in Havana in 1979 and at the UN’s world conference on women in Copen¬ 
hagen in 1980. 

The NAM’s Conference on the Role of Women in Development in New Delhi 
in 1985, which was attended by 224 delegates from 65 countries, illustrated the 
value of some level of political homogeneity for arriving at consensus before 
attending UN events. In many of the newly liberated or former colony coun¬ 
tries, leaders saw struggles by women for their rights either as not of high prior¬ 
ity or as stimulated by Western notions, Western “culture.” But for the women of 
those countries, acquiring space in the NAM gave their concerns legitimacy in 
the political space of the South. 32 
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The NAM’s New Delhi conference on women was a key to the success of the 
UN World Conference on Women in Nairobi held a few months later. Leticia 
Shahani, the secretary-general of the Nairobi conference, has stated that the 
consensus-building across the NAM countries on several important progressive 
propositions in New Delhi made possible the progress of and passing of a con¬ 
sensus declaration in Nairobi . 33 Vida Tomsic commented that the New Delhi 
NAM conference enabled the formation of a group of women across the tradi¬ 
tional global political blocs that was able to forge a unified position on conten¬ 
tious issues. They used the forum to debate and absorb difficult topics and present 
a cogent proposal on women’s issues, which they then carried to Nairobi . 34 

The NAM’s model of the path to women’s equality departed from UN strate¬ 
gies; the UN system at this time saw “women’s status” as a social development 
issue that was not connected to the larger context of international development . 35 
Within the UN women were still viewed as resources whose potential could be 
tapped, not as political and economic agents in the development of their coun¬ 
tries. But the NAM movement and gatherings offered a space where the women 
from these former colonies could reassert the standpoint that they were active 
agents in their nations, contributors to their country’s progress, not just con¬ 
sumers of social services. The NAM consultations introduced a more nuanced 
understanding of concepts that had seemed fairly straightforward, for example 
the idea of discrimination. Delegates from developing countries saw discrimi¬ 
nation as “part of a system of exploitation in every country as well as within the 
international economic and political order.” In contrast, delegates from devel¬ 
oped countries tended to see it only in the context of male dominance . 36 This 
new view of the source of discrimination was the contribution the women of 
the NAM made to the statements of the mid-decade UN world conference on 
women held in Copenhagen. The conference report stated that “the inequality 
of women in most countries stems to a very large extent from mass poverty and 
general backwardness of the majority of the world’s population caused by un¬ 
derdevelopment which is a product of imperialism, colonialism, neo-colonial- 
ism and also of unjust international economic relations .” 37 This was a very dif¬ 
ferent statement than the one in the report of the Mexico City conference just 
five years before, which had focused on equality with men through legal means. 

Since the NAM was in many ways a collective resistance against domination 
by either world power, East or West, socialist or capitalist, women’s engagement 
with it enabled them to locate their struggle as one against domination, against 
subordination. The fading out of the Cold War led to the dimming and reduc¬ 
tion of value of this third space, which in later years removed a vital political 
umbrella that had sheltered the women of the South, given them a legitimacy to 
stake a claim for justice as part of the movements to redress domination. It could 


Women, Development, and the UN 


Box 3.1. Vida Tomsic: Woman Leader in the NAM 

As a young woman, Vida Tomsic stood against injustice and oppression 
in pre-World War II Yugoslavia, which later led her to actively participate in 
the antifascist liberation movement of the country. She continued to pro¬ 
mote the role and status of women in society throughout her active public 
and political life (she was the first president of the Federal Women’s 
Organisation and president of the Federal Council for Family Planning). 
She substantially contributed to developing the concept of “socialism with 
a human face,” which implied full participation of women in social and eco¬ 
nomic life. (She published several books on the subject, among them 
Women, Work, Family, Society in 1976 and Women in Development of 
Socialist Self-Managing Yugoslavia in 1980.) Tomsic was the first woman 
minister (for social policy) in the government of Slovenia, also serving as 
president of the parliament of Slovenia and president of the People’s As¬ 
sembly of Yugoslavia. Her concern for the improvement of the status of 
women resulted in a number of positive measures in legal, health, educa¬ 
tional and other policies in a country with heterogeneous social and cul¬ 
tural backgrounds.These policies remain valid today, especially in Slovenia, 
her home country. 

Inspired by the goal of the United Nations to build a better world, she 
actively participated in discussions on social and humanitarian issues in 
the UN. She shared commitments with other prominent women of the time, 
such as Eleanor Roosevelt, particularly with regard to the implementation 


be suggested that strong conservative alliances against women’s rights were able 
to set back the UN’s work between 1995 and 2005 in part because of the absence 
of this political space. The worldwide women’s movement could not rebuild a 
similar space to counter these reconfigurations of the membership of the UN as 
conservative and progressive rather than North and South. 

Women’s Views on Development at Copenhagen 

The UN’s worldwide conferences for women are rightly celebrated as instru¬ 
ments that brought key issues of concern to women to the attention of the world 
body and thus to the governments of its member states. Through the worldwide 
conferences, the momentum was created to convert DEDAW into a convention 
that was then signed by member states. Networks across race, class, and geogra¬ 
phy were formed that took agendas such as women’s human rights into the UN 
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of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights. She argued that the 
status of women is not just a question of their legal, social, and political 
position but also an important development issue for each country in par¬ 
ticular and the world as a whole. These ideas were pursued and further 
developed by the United Nations through the World Conference of the In¬ 
ternational Women’s Year in 1975 in Mexico City, the United Nations De¬ 
cade for Women (1975-1985), and the 1985 Nairobi World Conference on 
Women, in which she actively participated. Her work contributed to the 
prevalence of the concept that women are an integral part of all aspects of 
development. She played an important role in the establishment of the 
United Nations International Research and Training Institute for the Ad¬ 
vancement of Women; the Secretary-General nominated her as one of the 
ten eminent members of its first Board of Trustees. 

Inspired by the Indian leader Indira Gandhi, Tomsic promoted South- 
South cooperation, especially through the Non-Aligned Movement, where 
she was a pioneer in bringing gender issues to the fore. She played an 
important part in preparing the common position of the nonaligned coun¬ 
tries for the UN world conferences on women through substantial contri¬ 
butions at NAM meetings on women in development (Baghdad 1979, New 
Delhi 1985, and Havana 1991). The study The Role of Women in Develop¬ 
ment was prepared under her leadership for the New Delhi meeting. 

Source: Gorana Sipic. 


mainstream, that ensured that women shaped UN policy regarding reproduc¬ 
tive rights, and that successfully convinced the Security Council that their con¬ 
cerns regarding peace and security needed to be codified in a resolution. These 
accomplishments have set international standards that benefit all human be¬ 
ings, not just women. 

Yet in some sense, the world conferences for women did not give equal weight 
to their three issues of equality, peace, and development. Perhaps this is because 
it was easier for women from the developed countries to relate to concepts of 
equality and peace and more difficult for them to understand development is¬ 
sues. For women from developing countries, it was impossible to separate the 
three. They came to conferences to speak about their perspectives and stories 
in the hope that women would begin to see their vision of what development 
could be. 

Women at the NGO Forum in Copenhagen brought some of the earliest re- 
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ports of the harmful effects of globalization on their bodies and economies. 38 
The Women’s International Democratic Federation had completed a study of 
the position of women in seventy-one countries and reported that the first years 
of the International Decade for Women had been marked by “a further worsen¬ 
ing of women’s situation,” citing the growth of unemployment, inflation, the 
high cost of medical assistance, an aggravation of the housing crisis, an acute 
shortage of preschool childcare institutions, and feelings of insecurity. 39 One 
woman eloquently noted that in the developing world, the burden of both worlds 
fell on women. 40 

Forum participants who wanted to focus on development came well orga¬ 
nized. With the help of governments and northern foundations, a group called 
Exchange, which included representatives from Third World women’s networks, 
had planned daily workshops and events focusing on women and development. 
Topics ranged from ways to generate income to learning how to organize. The 
director of Exchange explained: “We had a feeling that the kinds of exchanges we 
wanted weren’t being built into the structure [of the conference].” Four hundred 
women registered for the workshops, approximately 10 percent of the NGO Fo¬ 
rum. 41 The workshops generated calls for regional organizing and women’s par¬ 
ticipation in development policymaking. 42 

At Copenhagen, women from developing countries came with much to say 
and many ideas about how to move forward with a woman-centered develop¬ 
ment, but their voices were muted by the geopolitical conflicts of the Cold War 
era. 43 Issues such as Palestine and apartheid were intensely visible at the confer¬ 
ence, which led to a lack of consensus on the draff conference document. But as 
the daily Forum 80 reminded its readers, the issue of development was just as 
political as apartheid or the occupation of Palestine, and it objected to the way 
that “particular regional concerns have shaded out the global ones, and the spe¬ 
cial problems of development strategies in relation to women.” 44 It became even 
more clear than it had been at Mexico City that location shaped consciousness; 
one participant writes, “I found North American feminists surprised to discover 
that not everyone shared their view that patriarchy was the major cause of 
women’s oppression, and that Third World women held views closer to Marx 
than Friedan.” 45 

The links between development and peace were strengthened at Copenhagen. 
By the end of the 1970s, the links between peace, equality, and development had 
been acknowledged. The UN General Assembly had passed a resolution in 1979 
“affirming that the strengthening of international peace and security, the relax¬ 
ation of international tension, general and complete disarmament, in particular 
nuclear disarmament under strict, effective international control will promote 
social progress and development and as a consequence will contribute to the 
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attainment of full equality between men and women .” 46 It also requested the 
Office of UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to review the situa¬ 
tion of women refugees and make recommendations to the Preparatory Com¬ 
mittee for the Copenhagen conference. 

Forum 80 at Copenhagen highlighted the issue of the use of scarce resources 
for war. The head of CONGO (the Conference of Non-Governmental Organi¬ 
zations), Edith Ballantyne from Czechoslovakia, stressed the incompatibility of 
the goals of the Women’s Decade with military expenditure. The NGO Forum 
discussed the arms race; the relationship between women, peace, and mass me¬ 
dia; and the implications for peace arising from the fact that most national he¬ 
roes were heroes of war rather than of peace. The final report emphasized peace 
as a prerequisite for development and the need to express peace in more positive 
terms than merely as the absence of war. 

In 1982, the recommendations of the Copenhagen conference were taken up 
by the General Assembly, which adopted the Declaration on the Participation of 
Women in Promoting International Peace and Cooperation. 47 While Article 1 
spoke of women and men having “an equal and vital interest in contributing to 
international peace and cooperation,” Article 12 suggested measures to “provide 
practical opportunities for the effective participation of women” in peace pro¬ 
cesses. These included steps to encourage women to enter diplomatic service; to 
appoint or nominate women on an equal basis with men as members of delega¬ 
tions to national, regional, or international meetings; and increased employ¬ 
ment of women at all levels in the secretariats of the United Nations. By calling 
for an increase in women’s political participation, the article linked politics and 
peace. 

One of the highlights of the otherwise politically fraught Copenhagen con¬ 
ference was the opening of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women. Fifty-seven nations signed the new Conven¬ 
tion during the opening ceremonies of the Nairobi conference, a gratifying ac¬ 
knowledgment of the new international consensus women were slowly building 
about women’s rights. 48 

Adding to the Institutional Architecture 

CEDAW 

The typical procedure in the field of human rights at the UN is for a declara¬ 
tion to move to convention status. The CSW waited until 1972 for the Secretary- 
General’s report on provisions in existing conventions that related to DEDAW, 
by which time it was working on plans for the International Women’s Year. Helvi 
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Sipila had presented her report on the connections between family planning 
and the status of women, and the CSW wanted to include that issue in the Con¬ 
vention. Although time was short, women within the UN who had worked on 
the Declaration could be counted on for their commitment, their political sense, 
and their sense of timing. The CSW was racing against time; the mid-decade 
conference was slated for 1980 and it was necessary to forestall the delaying tac¬ 
tics employed by certain member states. 49 Because time was of the essence, the 
CSW decided to put together a “well-connected, politically effective group of 
women” and allow them the anonymity they needed to withstand external pres¬ 
sures from member states so the Convention could be ready by the second world 
conference on women in Copenhagen. 50 

The process of drafting CEDAW (1979), provides a vivid illustration ofwomen’s 
alchemy, or their capacity to gather in diverse elements and make them into an 
intelligible and practical whole. CEDAW has been called the Women’s Bill of 
Rights. Its brilliance lies in its capturing of a wide range of elements, however 
awkward, into a standard. The awkwardness arises out of the complex nature of 
the inequality experienced by women. The core idea of CEDAW was discrimi¬ 
nation. Equality had mostly been seen in terms of physical or quantifiable ele¬ 
ments such as age or income or other such numbers. But discrimination oper¬ 
ates within other categories such as race and class. It is an unquantifiable element 
that exists in the mind as a perception. So it was a quantum leap forward that 
the CSW could find a term and a concept that encompassed all inequalities and 
could be universalized across all other categories or classifications. As Diane Otto 
explains: 

[F]ormal or de jure equality, which involves simply “adding women” to the exist¬ 
ing paradigm, is an inadequate response to women’s inequality. Realizing women’s 
substantive or de facto equality involves addressing the institutionalized nature of 
women’s disadvantage and changing the cultural, religious, and traditional beliefs 
that typecast women as inferior to men. It also involves recognizing that notions 
of masculinity and femininity are interdependent, so that changing women’s 
secondary status also means challenging accepted wisdom about dominant mas¬ 
culinities. Rethinking equality as a substantive concept is therefore the major chal¬ 
lenge facing the human rights treaty committees in their attempts to fully inte¬ 
grate women’s human rights . 51 

During the International Women’s Decade there was a continuation of the 
process of improving on the breadth and depth of understanding of what dis¬ 
crimination means. CEDAW improved on DEDAW by including attention to 
rural women; women’s health, especially reproductive rights; and the treatment 
of customs and cultural practices. As African scholar Filomina Chioma Steady 
noted in 1985, “One of the Decade’s greatest achievements has been the creation 
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Box 3.2. Lucille Main Scholar, Diplomat, Activist 

Dr. Lucille Mair (Trinidad and Tobago) was secretary-general to the po¬ 
litically fraught Copenhagen conference in 1980. In 1983, she served as 
secretary-general of the United Nations Conference on the Question of 
Palestine—again a politically charged post. She brought to these posts 
experience from both within and outside the UN. She served as her country’s 
deputy and permanent representative to the UN, chairperson to the Gen¬ 
eral Assembly’s Third Committee (Social, Humanitarian and Cultural), and 
special adviser to UNICEF on women’s development. 

She was in many ways as committed to Third World concerns as she 
was to those of women. She was able to link quite explicitly macro issues 
of imperialism and the “violence of development” with the violence women 
face within more intimate spaces. She wrote: “This [economic crisis] exists 
in a climate of mounting violence and militarism.... [Violence follows an 
ideological continuum, starting from the domestic sphere where it is toler¬ 
ated, if not positively accepted. It then moves to the public political arena 
where it is glamorized and even celebrated.... Women and children are 
the prime victims of this cult of aggression.” 

Mair’s engagement with the UN was not an uncritical one; even as she 
welcomed the progress made to secure equality for women she was acutely 
aware of the limitations. In her stocktaking of the Women’s Decade, Mair 
pointed to the gains of the explosion of new knowledge that served to 
destroy many old myths but also underlined that Third World women have 
little control over policies due to a lack of political power. While they play 
important roles in the economic production process, they are hostage to 
the micro and macro forces they are struggling to influence. 

She is credited with saying, “If development doesn’t work for women, it 
doesn’t work.” 

Sources: Karlene Faith, “Seven Days in India,” Lucille Mair Journal of Dis¬ 
tance Education Revue de I’enseignement a distance (1990); Lucille Mair, 
“Women in the World: The Challenge of the Nineties,” Occasional Paper, 
WAND, University of West Indies, Barbados, 1987; Women Go Global. 


of awareness about the injustices and negative effects of discriminatory prac¬ 
tices against women.” 52 Indeed, defining discrimination and setting up norma¬ 
tive standards and mechanisms to identify and remedy it is considered the “great¬ 
est accomplishment of the UN system regarding human rights law relating to 
women.” 53 
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Although Article 2 of the 1967 Declaration had proclaimed that not only would 
all laws and regulations that discriminated against women be abolished but “all 
[such] customs and practices” would also be abolished, this idea finds a stronger 
exposition in CEDAW (Article 5a), which commits the state parties “to modify 
the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women.” National gov¬ 
ernments who have ratified the Convention are responsible for altering private 
conduct if it infringes on women’s rights. State agencies are to eliminate preju¬ 
dices, customs, and all other practices “based on the idea of the inferiority or the 
superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles of men and women.” 54 

During the process of drafting DEDAW, some of the developing countries 
had expressed their support for affirmative action, given their history of inher¬ 
ited laws, traditions, and customs that stood against women’s advancement. 55 
While DEDAW did not respond to this issue, CEDAW did. Article 4 of the Con¬ 
vention holds that the adoption by state parties of temporary special measures 


Box 3.3. A Pioneering Human Rights Instrument 

The Women’s Convention (CEDAW) is a departure from the other hu¬ 
man rights treaties and conventions (except to some extent those on racial 
discrimination). What makes the Convention a pioneering human rights 
instrument for women are the following: 

• The centrality of the concept of nondiscrimination to the equality of 
women 

• The inclusion of private acts in the definition of discrimination 

• The accompanying articulation of prejudices, customary practices, 
and stereotyped roles of men and women as features to be elimi¬ 
nated by state parties to comply with the Convention 

• The overturning of the formal approach to equality and establish¬ 
ment of the norm of equality of results or equality of outcomes—in 
other words, equality in real terms 

The Convention defines the phrase “discrimination against women” as 
“any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of sex which 
has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoy¬ 
ment or exercise by women irrespective of their marital status, on a basis 
of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental free¬ 
doms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field.” 

Source: “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women,” Art. 1, GA document A/34/830, 18 December 1979. 
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aimed at accelerating de facto equality between men and women shall not be 
considered discrimination. The safeguard the Convention introduced was that 
these special measures shall not “entail, as a consequence, the maintenance of 
unequal or separate standards.” 56 A further safeguard in Article 4 was that these 
measures would be discontinued as soon as the objectives of equality of oppor¬ 
tunity and treatment are achieved. 

UN agencies had not finalized a common view on this issue. UNESCO, for 
example, had explored the difference between de jure and de facto equality and 
posed some of the dilemmas of “special measures.” In 1978, it said, 

Some differences of interpretation have emerged in regard to defining the concept 
of equality between the sexes. Although in certain cases special measures on behalf 
of women were necessary, care has had to be taken not to exceed certain limits 
beyond which the notion of discrimination might have re-emerged, bringing in 
its train new inequalities or prejudices . 57 

UNESCO envisaged its role as facilitating women’s access to and participation 
in political, economic, and social life and in decision-making bodies through 
what it called “pragmatic action” (i.e., training women and taking other mea¬ 
sures to enable women to participate) rather than “special measures on behalf of 
women unless such measures were the only way of ensuring the progress of cer¬ 
tain very disadvantaged or peripheral groups .” 58 

In many parts of the world, the principles underlying affirmative action are 
not new. It is used in many countries (in the United States for blacks, in Canada 
for disadvantaged groups and individuals, in the European Union for women, in 
South Africa for blacks and women) and is variously named affirmative action, 
compensatory action, or special measures, quotas. In these countries, such mea¬ 
sures have been given full constitutional or legislative protection by national 
laws (as well as local laws in some cases). The courts have also largely been sup¬ 
portive of the legal soundness of the principle and the operational mechanisms 
involved. 

In the UN, there has always been thinly veiled opposition to affirmative ac¬ 
tion in principle, especially for women, 59 though it is present in some of the 
human rights treaties such as the Convention on the Elimination of Racial Dis¬ 
crimination and the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cul¬ 
tural Rights. UNESCO, for example, openly rejected affirmative action on the 
ground that it preferred to work for gender equality by looking at the problems 
of women’s education and advancement in different sociocultural contexts rather 
than by pinpointing specific activities to be undertaken on behalf of a single 
category such as women. An insider notes that as late as 1992, the theme of “tem¬ 
porary special measures” was still controversial. The underlying fear was that 
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these measures for women would mean discrimination against men as “reverse 
discrimination” or as unethically or politically loaded practices. There is also an 
inability on the part of the rank and file in the UN civil service to connect or see 
the linkages between “temporary special measures” and women’s equality. 

CEDAW takes special care to distinguish the notion of “temporary special 
measures” from that of “protective measures,” although it stipulates that women 
workers cannot be discriminated against on the grounds of maternity or preg¬ 
nancy or marital status and calls for “special protection during pregnancy” vis- 
a-vis harmful work . 60 But the Convention does not consider these measures to 
be “temporary” because of their very nature, and it stipulates that such protec¬ 
tive legislation has to be reviewed periodically “in the light of scientific and tech¬ 
nological knowledge” for revision, repeal, or extension . 61 Temporary special 
measures, on the other hand, are corrective measures that are meant to correct 
historical imbalances and structural disadvantages . 62 While questions arose dur¬ 
ing the drafting about whether there should be a complaints procedure, this 
issue was not taken up. Some delegates argued that complaints procedures should 
be reserved for “serious international crimes” such as apartheid and racial dis¬ 
crimination rather than discrimination against women . 63 

The ILO provides a valuable example of how to deal with women’s workplace 
issues, specifically how to resolve the conflict between protective measures and 
equality. The first world conference on women held in Mexico and the decla¬ 
ration of 1975 as International Women’s Year prompted the ILO to issue the Dec¬ 
laration on Equality of Opportunity and Treatment for Women Workers 64 and 
the Resolution concerning a Plan of Action. The Declaration, while acknowl¬ 
edging that discrimination against women workers was rampant, asserted that 
“all forms of discrimination on the grounds of sex which deny or restrict equal¬ 
ity of opportunity and treatment are unacceptable and must be eliminated.” 65 It 
also said that “positive special treatment during a transitional period, aimed at 
effective equality between the sexes, shall not be regarded as discriminatory.” 66 
By differentiating “protective measures” from “special temporary measures” and 
tying the latter to the larger goal of achievement of de facto equality for women, 
CEDAW has made a commendable contribution to evolving new approaches to 
women’s substantive equality. 

CEDAW does not confine the protection of Article 4.1 to any particular group 
of women who are specially vulnerable or marginalized. The whole constitu¬ 
ency of women is treated as an eligible group for the benefits of affirmative ac¬ 
tion. But feminist lawyers, activists, and researchers have highlighted the neces¬ 
sity of targeting women facing multiple barriers from structural and other types 
of discrimination and the obstacles they face in realizing their economic and 
social rights. It is not enough for special measures to be in position on the ground. 
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It is also necessary to make sure that conditions are in place that enable women 
to access these measures and to protect themselves against backlash and un¬ 
intended adverse effects. Monitoring the effectiveness of such policies and put¬ 
ting in place complaint mechanisms are also essential. 

It has been argued that these measures need to be sensitive to two possibili¬ 
ties: one, that values of a dominant culture will be imposed on another culture; 
and two, that the less-dominant culture will adapt to the dominant culture by 
assimilating to it. It has also been argued that these measures should cover legal 
aid and sympathetic counseling especially designed for non-citizens wherever 
needed. Since discrimination in such cases is multiple, the solutions must also 
lie in simultaneous, multilevel, and converging interventions so that the combi¬ 
nation of support given to the women is able to mutually reinforce their access 
to relief. 

CEDAW has been credited with evolving the concept of substantive equality, 
a foil to the conventional model of formal equality. The underlying basis of for¬ 
mal equality is that like should be treated alike—that those who are similarly 
situated be treated similarly. Formal equality denotes that among equals, laws 
should be equal and equally administered. Consequently, the argument would 
continue, that when groups are not similarly situated, they do not qualify for 
equality even if the differences among them are the product of historic or sys¬ 
temic discrimination. That women can be different from men but still equal to 
them is one way of looking at the new idea of equality the Convention tries to 
establish. A manual on how to use CEDAW illustrated how far thinking among 
women of the UN had come since the early days: “It is no longer possible to say 
that there is no discrimination against women if laws or policies do not overtly 
exclude women. Under the regime of the CEDAW Convention, neutrality has no 
legitimacy. Positive actions are required of the State to promote and protect the 
rights of women .” 67 

Yet the Convention was beleaguered by large numbers of reservations en¬ 
tered into by the member states on basic provisions in spite of public education 
campaigns carried out by the international women’s movement, national women’s 
organizations, and other women’s networks. Some sections of the women’s move¬ 
ment, too, felt it reflected the concerns of the developed countries only. As Vida 
Tomsic noted, 

The acceptance of this Declaration can be seen as a summary of the period of 
defining women’s rights in relation to men and society; the period when it could 
be felt from the subtexts of the discussions on women as if all men already possess 
the rights which are denied to women either by the state or—by men. Thus the 
Declaration concentrated primarily on the personal and civil rights of women, 
following the criterion of the legal status of men to whom women should become 
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equal. The general socio-economic and social status of men, class differences in 
society as well as the conditions for the enjoyment of human rights by both sexes, 
are to be hardly noticed. This notion was influenced in many respects by the struggle 
for women’s equality in developed countries . 68 

UNIFEM and INSTRAW 

UNIFEM and INSTRAW, two components of the UN’s institutional architec¬ 
ture for women, were bom as a result of the UN’s first worldwide conference on 
women in Mexico City. They were the first global institutions within the world 
body assigned to women since the birth of the CSW. 69 Women within the UN 
and in the worldwide women’s movement saw these bodies as two halves of a 
dual strategy to empower the poorest women of the world and enable them to 
become active partners in development policymaking and planning. What would 
later become INSTRAW was envisioned at the conference as a place where women 
could acquire the “skills, training and opportunities necessary to improve their 
situation and enable them to participate fully and effectively in the development 
effort.” 70 UNIFEM was formed partly in response to women’s realization that 
“the huge amount of productive work performed by women in agriculture, fuel 
supply, self-help community improvements and the like, remained nearly invis¬ 
ible to most development co-operation organizations.” 71 

UNIFEM began its operations as the Voluntary Fund for the United Nations 
Decade for Women in 1976. During its first decade, it focused on getting financial 
and other resources into the hands of women in developing countries using the 
project approach. In its first year, it administered fewer than fifty projects; by 
1984, it was managing more than 400. 72 In 1981, projects fell into the categories of 
employment (31 percent), planning (24 percent), human development (30 per¬ 
cent), and information and energy (15 percent). 73 Although the Voluntary Fund 
was originally intended to operate only through the International Decade for 
Women, the UN General Assembly was persuaded of the value of its work and 
made it an autonomous fund in 1984; although it was associated with the United 
Nations Development Programme, it had control over its funds and program¬ 
ming. 74 

INSTRAW began its operations from UN headquarters in 1980; in 1983 it was 
relocated to its permanent home in the Dominican Republic. 75 According to 
Irene Tinker, the momentum behind INSTRAW was gathered at a seminar on 
women in development in preparation for the annual meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science: “ [T]he seminar made delegates aware 
of the need for further research on women.” 76 Seminar delegates took this agenda 
to the Mexico City conference, where they gathered support for their idea of a 
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research institute on women in the developing world. In its early years, INSTRAW 
worked closely with the UN Statistical Office to collect gender-specific statistics 
relating to women in development. It also cooperated with the OECD and 
Eurostat in revising the ways women’s work is valued in the informal sector of 
the economy; this work supported a revision of the System of National Accounts 
at the UN regarding the valuation of women’s work. 77 

The goals of both entities were congruent with the UN’s initiatives during the 
Second Development Decade. The ECOSOC resolution establishing INSTRAW 
noted that “the promotion of development objectives and the solution of crucial 
world economic and social problems should contribute significantly to the im¬ 
provement of the situation of women ,” 78 mentioning poor women and rural 
women particularly, illustrating a perhaps naive belief that if macrolevel socio¬ 
economic problems could be solved, women’s situations would improve as a 
matter of course. The General Assembly resolution making UNIFEM a perma¬ 
nent fund stressed that improving women’s access to development resources 
would “create conditions which will improve the quality of life for all” and noted 
the fund’s “innovative and experimental activities” that had led to “highly spe¬ 
cialized professional competence ... in the area of development activities for 
women .” 79 

Cultivating Networks: DAWN Mobilizes for Nairobi 

DAWN was born as part of the preparations for the 1985 UN conference on 
women in Nairobi. During the preparation period for the conference, donor 
groups and the UN looked for ideas to incorporate at the conference that reflect¬ 
ed Third World women’s experience-derived critique of the UN development 
cooperation program. To coincide with their meeting in preparation for Nai¬ 
robi, the Women in Development group of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-Operation and Development/Development Assistance Committee (OECD/ 
DAC) commissioned a review of more than forty-eight evaluations done by UN 
and donor agencies of development transfers as part of the search for ideas to 
discuss at Nairobi. The report “Development as if Women Mattered: Can Women 
Build a New Paradigm?” was discussed at the review meeting of the WID group 
in 1983 in Paris. The study encouraged donors to consider supporting a further¬ 
ing of such analysis and led the WID group to later support the DAWN process 
in many ways. It revealed, as other national studies had done, 80 that apart from 
not relieving the burdens of hunger and poverty, the transfers of development 
cooperation assistance to developing countries were often actually worsening 
the economic as well as social and political situation of women, especially poor 


women/ 
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The analysis was shared with a group of women selected to represent each 
continent but also representing a broader landscape, be it a regional network or 
the voice of a region through writing. The unanimous positive response revealed 
that the anxiety that all was not well with development cooperation initiatives 
was an experience that cut across the regions and women’s experiences. This led 
to the initiative to call a meeting of these regional actors in Bangalore to think 
the analysis through and consider taking a program to Nairobi. 

The UN had sent a questionnaire to help countries prepare for Nairobi that 
was based on what feminists called the “ladders approach,” one that measures 
the disparities between men and women in a select set of indicators such as 
education, employment, and health and works to bring women up to the same 
level as men as a way of achieving equality . 82 It was a linear framework and did 
not engage in any analysis of the links between status and macro policies; it was 
not related to the reality on the ground or the downflow of the macro forces. 
The Bangalore group struggled to fit their issues within the framework for Nai¬ 
robi, finally rejecting the entire questionnaire outright. As one participant said: 
“This is not the way to think—against someone else’s framework.” The group 
brainstormed about what factors were hurting women and arrived at identifi¬ 
cation of regional crises as the peg on which to hang the analysis of women’s 
situations: Africa’s food crisis, Latin America’s debt, South Asia’s poverty, and 
the militarization of the Pacific Islands. Poor women in these regions were not 
only totally engaged in the economies of these countries but were suffering 
from and responding creatively to these onslaughts. A new framework began 
to emerge. 

The Bangalore group prepared a plan for a Nairobi presentation and named 
their new group Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era. The analy¬ 
sis that was born in these meetings was later published as a book, Development, 
Crises, and Alternative Visions, that has been widely used in university courses 
and development agencies. 

DAWN’s analysis noted that only a few countries that had pursued export-led 
strategies for growth had gained systematic results. In fact, countries that had 
experienced economic booms were the same ones that had a record of growing 
inequality. It located the structural roots of poverty not in insufficient economic 
growth but in “unequal access to resources, control over production, trade, 
finance, and money and across nations, genders, regions, and classes.” DAWN’s 
philosophy was that development planning needed to change so that meeting 
the needs of the poor became the central goal; if this happened, the work of 
poor women would become central to development and those women would 
become essential to the planning and implementation of development programs. 
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It called for a worldwide reduction in military spending and control over the 
activities of multinational corporations . 83 

DAWN linked its analysis to action and the potential in the women’s move¬ 
ment for change and suggested that women’s organizations form coalitions with 
other women’s groups and organizations and across political affiliations to help 
it build a broad-based local and national movement . 84 DAWN’s “manifesto” was 
a combination of political analysis and practical advice for women’s organiza¬ 
tions seeking change at the local, national, and international levels. 

DAWN’s efforts to build South-South reflections on development were rec¬ 
ognized by another attempt at South-South economic cooperation, the South 
Commission. Representatives from two women’s networks were asked to join 
the South Commission: myself as a founder of DAWN and Marie-Angelique 
Savane as the founder of the Association of African Women for Research and 
Development (AAWORD). Such linkages facilitated cross-fertilization between 
South or G-77 types of approaches and women’s experiences of and demands 
for development. DAWN’s preliminary outline was used in drafting the NAM 
declaration for its conference on women and development (New Delhi 1985). 
The NAM conference declaration of 1985 illustrates the exchange of ideas: 

Women from developing countries reject the separatist approach of some West¬ 
ern feminists. The Decade has certainly increased the awareness among many 
women and men of the gross violations of women’s basic rights and needs. ... 
Women have sought to establish links within and outside their countries and re¬ 
gions to increase solidarity on these issues. 

Approaches will have to be two-pronged: first to take programs which will di¬ 
rectly affect women and lead to their growth and confer on them equal rights and 
administrative actions and second that society moves in a direction which will 
assist and support women’s progress rather than be a hindrance. The UN organi¬ 
sations have been dealing with these issues mainly by establishing special bureaus, 
units and focal points. 

However, this has not been sufficient, since they tend to operate in isolation. It 
is, therefore necessary to widen the scope and objectives of the women’s desks to 
incorporate women into an on-going and planned program. . . . The Govern¬ 
ments, which recognize this potential force (Women’s movement) as a positive 
one, could harness it to promote the aims of development and peace. Govern¬ 
ments which reject this force may crush the movement for the time being but 
may find themselves weaker as a result . 85 

DAWN’s new framework initiated a shift in development analysis character¬ 
ized by the central location of poor women in development planning, the merg¬ 
ing of “women’s issues” with macroeconomic structures and global crises, and 
the linkage of local organizing efforts with global themes and networks. 


98 


Women, Development, and the UN 


Box 3.4. DAWN’S First Meeting, Bangalore, India: 
The Group, August 1984 


Neuma Aguiar (Latin America) 
Peggy Antrobus (Caribbean) 
Nirmala Banerjee (South Asia) 
Devaki Jain (South Asia) 

Geertje Lycklama (Europe) 
Katharine McKee (North America) 


Zubeida Ahmad (South Asia) 
Tone Bleie (Europe) 

Ragnhild Lund (Europe) 

Fatema Mernissi (Africa) 
Marie-Angelique Savane (Africa) 
Claire Slatter (Pacific) 


Gita Sen (South Asia) 


Applying New Knowledge: The ATRCW and the Lagos Plan of Action 

Margaret Snyder and Mary Tadesse point out that “women-specific organiza¬ 
tions and institutions are critical to an effective women and development con¬ 
cept and movement.” 86 The African Training and Research Centre for Women 
(ATRCW) offers an example of how women’s institutions can create the solid 
base from which women can build theory and shape policy. It is also an example 
of the importance of UN spaces for women’s empowerment. 

The UN’s Economic Commission for Africa was formed in 1958. Its member 
states had been shaped by their recent experiences of fighting for independence, 
in which women played prominent roles. As a result, the ECA almost from the 
first recognized women’s contributions to their nations and provided venues 
such as the seminar “East African Women Look Ahead” in the mid-1960s. 87 Un¬ 
derstanding that independence would not automatically benefit them, African 
women created institutions in the 1960s through which they could address their 
concerns, such as the All Africa Women’s Conference and Pan-African Women’s 
Organization. 

Women’s concerns were taken up by the ECA. In 1967, it published its study 
The Status and Role of Women in East Africa, which documented that women 
“often carried a major portion of the economic burden.” 88 Furthering its com¬ 
mitment to women and development, the ECA published The Data Base for Dis¬ 
cussion on the Interrelations between the Integration of Women and Development, 
Their Situation and Population Factors in Africa in 1974. 89 The information pro¬ 
vided in the Data Base was used in many publications for years to come; it was 
the first development study to focus on women. The basis for women-centered 
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policymaking was being created through the collection of this knowledge. These 
studies predated other UN data-gathering about women and development by a 
decade. 

The ECA created a stable base from which women could transfer the skills 
they had honed in independence activism to advocacy for women’s develop¬ 
ment issues. Through the knowledge it gathered, women and development be¬ 
came a core concern of the commission. In 1975, after several years of planning, 
it established the ATRCW, “the realization of what many African women had 
aspired to.” 90 They believed that the research the center would provide a path to 
solutions to their economic obstacles. The information gathered at the center 
was distributed throughout Africa, creating a common base of information for 
women. 

The ATRCW quickly became a space where women leaders and members 
of women’s organizations could meet to share knowledge and discuss strategies 
for the future. Strategies for change emerged from the data the ECA and the 
center had collected. It developed institutional architecture through which policy 
could be disseminated, subregional committees through which women could 
make recommendations to their governments. The location of the center as part 
of the UN’s ECA “was a distinct asset for women, one that prompted a willing¬ 
ness on the part of national politicians and civil servants to co-operate.” 91 

The center worked on several levels to foster the crafting of an African policy 
on women and development. It sustained research projects that led to policy 
documents. It successfully persuaded government ministers to establish wom¬ 
en’s bureaus in African countries. It offered training workshops funded by 
UNIFEM to rural women designed to develop Africa’s human resources. Its 
nonhierarchical style of operation enabled it to learn what skills or programs 
would help African women on the ground and then translate that knowledge to 
policies that were taken on board by national governments. 

As a result, when the ECA began work with the Organization of African Unity 
(OAU) and the African Development Bank in the mid-1970s to design a regional 
trade agreement to cultivate an African economic community, the ATRCW was 
ready with policy recommendations for women. The Lagos Plan of Action was 
part of a hoped-for New International Economic Order in which developing 
countries worked to build economic self-reliance and interdependence with each 
other rather than dependence on trade with developing countries. Adebayo 
Adedeji, who headed the ECA during this period, recalls 

We emphasized self-sustaining internal development, rather than producing pri¬ 
mary commodities for export and depending on food imports and aid. We felt 
developing intra-African trade is very important for the continent, rather than 
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continuing this vertical trade in terms of export commodities, and that the future 
of the continent did not lie in depending on mono-cultural production, even when 
you have included oil, but on diversification . 92 

African women were prepared with draft proposals about women and devel¬ 
opment. In a regional conference in Lusaka in preparation for the 1980 world 
conference on women in Copenhagen, they had crafted detailed policy recom¬ 
mendations for women in African development based on the knowledge they 
had gained from their own lives and from the research done by the ATRCW. The 
draft proposals were merged into the Lagos Plan of Action, an acknowledgment 
by heads of state and government that women were critical to the development 
of the continent. The secretary-general of the OAU noted that the Lagos Plan of 
Action emphasized “the imperative need to move the African women ... to the 
mainstream of our social planning.” 93 

The “Women and Development” chapter of the Lagos Plan of Action is a de¬ 
tailed blueprint for women’s economic empowerment, calling for education for 
women to prepare them for employment in business, commerce, industry, and 
handicrafts and small-scale industries; greater participation of women in higher 
administrative and policymaking positions; and seminars to train women in 
marketing and running cooperatives. It notes that women, as agriculturalists, 
held the key to the solution of the food crisis and asked that women’s agricul¬ 
tural contributions be included as a productive activity in national statistics. It 
envisioned that governments, international agencies, women’s NGOs such as 
AAWORD, and the ECA’s ATRCW would cooperate to produce “research on 
changing attitudes towards full participation of women in all aspects of society,” 
especially “the exchange of information on economic changes and their impact 
on women.” 94 

The story of women’s contributions to development thought in Africa leads 
in a direct line from women’s political activism for independence to mobiliza¬ 
tion into networks to use of the institutional spaces the United Nations pro¬ 
vided in both the ECA and the world conferences on women. African women 
were several steps ahead of the rest of the world’s women during the 1960s and 
the 1970s; as they politely noted in the Lagos Plan, “actions taken during the first 
half of the Women’s Decade were not enough.” 95 As women at Mexico City and 
Copenhagen were making their initial demands for research on women, and 
before the United Nations engaged in any comprehensive research on women 
and development, African women were not only conducting that research but 
also translating the results into policy recommendations that were embraced by 
male government officials and administrators of regional bodies. They were en¬ 
tering the mainstream decades before the term became the watchword for 
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women’s empowerment. Women-centered spaces were crucial in the process, as 
Jacqueline Ki-Zerbo, a governmental delegate to the ECA in i960, noted: “We 
need to keep a double stream, to have specific support for women while at the 
same time trying to involve them in the mainstream of decisions and actions. 
... You cannot mainstream from scratch.” 96 

Several weeks after the Lagos Plan of Action was adopted, the World Bank 
released its own plan for the economic development of the Third World. Char¬ 
acterized by structural adjustment programs and growth-led economic devel¬ 
opment, the World Bank’s plan soon became the dominant economic force among 
developing countries. In Africa, structural adjustment replaced the Lagos Plan’s 
vision of self-sustaining and collective regional self-reliance with “an efficient 
monocultural system,” what former ECA head Adebayo Adedeji calls “a neo¬ 
colonial development strategy.” 97 It was the shape of things to come. 
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Song of an African Woman 

I have only one request. 

I do not ask for money 
Although I have need of it, 

I do not ask for meat... 

I have only one request, 

And all I ask is 
That you remove 
The roadblock 
From my path. 

—Okot p’Bitek, Song ofLawino 


• The Impact of Modernization 

• Understanding the Contours of the Economy 

• Taming Development 

• Changing Conduits to Power 

• New Wings in the Architecture: The UN’s Women-Only Spaces 


The decade 1986-1995 was one of unusual turbulence. From the early 1980s, 
laissez-faire policies and “free market” capitalism were prescribed as panaceas 
for the ills of development by a range of advocates that included Margaret 
Thatcher in Britain, Ronald Reagan in the United States, and institutions such as 
the World Bank and the IMF. 1 The prescription was to “get the prices right” and 
open markets. 2 Structural adjustment policies required decreased government 
spending and made loans to the less developed countries and the transition coun¬ 
tries of Eastern Europe and Central Asia only on acceptance of these policies; 
this clustering of policies is often referred to as the Washington Consensus. 

These policies were spectacularly unsuccessful. In the “mainstream,” the 1980s 
and 1990s were seen as “lost decades” for development. The predicted rate of per 
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capita growth for developing countries in the 1980s was 2.5 percent, but the me¬ 
dian growth rate was less than 0.5 percent. The 1990s were even more dismal; the 
predicted rate of per capita growth was 3 percent, but the median growth rate 
was o percent. 3 One commentator, in what is perhaps the understatement of the 
decade, noted that the economic performance of countries that agreed to adopt 
Washington Consensus policies was “distinctly disappointing.” 4 

Another significant change was the end of the Cold War, symbolized by the 
fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, which changed configurations of power within the 
UN. 5 The disintegration of the East and West blocs critically impacted the ap¬ 
proach to development. The Socialist bloc had supported approaches that re¬ 
quired a strong state, a thrust toward public provision of basic services, and a 
more equitable global economic program such as the New International Eco¬ 
nomic Order. It was often an ally of the newly liberated states as they attempted 
to forge coalitions such as the NAM or the Group of 77 to negotiate with their 
former colonial masters. 

The increasing role of the Bretton Woods institutions in global economic 
governance was accompanied by a decline in the role of the UN and its struc¬ 
tures in negotiating global economic justice. The neoliberal paradigm, the mar¬ 
ket-led approach, weakened the role of the state, and since the UN is a parlia¬ 
ment of states its access to influence was reduced. 

Changes such as the entry of twenty-eight new states into the UN between 
1990 and 1993, which could have initiated the emergence of an era of smaller 
states and added to the strength of the South, were clouded by new coalitions 
and clubs. “Unions of states” such as the European Union (1992), the Common¬ 
wealth of Independent States (1991), and the North American Free Trade Asso¬ 
ciation (1991) emerged at this time. 

Women’s journey with the UN in this period in many ways marked a water¬ 
shed. The momentum built up in the International Women’s Decade continued, 
and women continued their work of engaging with the intricacies of inequality, 
critiquing development design (both at the overall level and with particular ref¬ 
erence to women), and enlarging grassroots networks. The explosion of knowl¬ 
edge continued and women’s studies was recognized as a discipline. It provided 
one more space, this time an intellectual space, for women to develop their un¬ 
derstanding and their advocacy. Alternative measures of progress emerged, the 
most vivid being the human development indices. Attention to position in the 
economy increased. The informal sector moved from being a residual and unde¬ 
sirable sector of the economy to a vital economic force. 

A dominant characteristic of the UN during the decade was the mobilization 
of women to influence policy and the emergence of women as leaders. For ex¬ 
ample, women took over leadership of six important agencies: Nafis Sadik was 
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the first woman to head a major agency, UNFPA (1987-2000); Catherine Bertini 
headed the World Food Programme (1992-2002); Gro Harlem Brundtland headed 
the WHO (1998-2003); Mary Robinson was the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (1997-2002); Sadako Ogata was the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (1991-2000); Carol Bellamy headed UNICEF (1995- ); and Louise 
Frechette was named the organization’s first deputy secretary-general (1998- ). 

This decade is also associated with a flood of UN conferences and achieve¬ 
ments in terms of incorporating women’s advice on issues and sectors other 
than those identified as “women’s” issues. Women, both inside and outside the 
UN, no longer attended world conferences as members of marginal groups or as 
last-minute additions to conference preparations; their advice and participation 
was sought from the outset and their leadership in intellectual and policy arenas 
emerged. They used the conferences as platforms to highlight the areas where 
discrimination and domination still continued. There was a shift here in priori¬ 
ties; a renewal of the recognition, an affirmation of an earlier UNESCO finding 
that it was through entry into formal power structures that the age-old barriers 
to equality can be broken. The influence of women’s NGOs has been particu¬ 
larly manifest at the global conferences of the United Nations, where women’s 
groups gained recognition at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and shaped 
the agenda at the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993, the 
International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, and 
the World Summit for Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995. 

There was also a significant change in the relative position of the institutional 
structures operating on behalf of women and the conduits women used to reach 
the international negotiating spaces/structures. National women’s bureaus and 
UN focal points came into greater play as a result of the mandates of the Nairobi 
Forward-Looking Strategies. 

What was disturbing was that outside of this corridor of power within the 
UN, things were falling apart, to invoke Chinua Achebe . 6 While women fought 
to create space for themselves within the UN and worked to improve the under¬ 
standing of women’s location in their economies, inequality, poverty, and conflict 
and its injuries were rising and women were the worst hit—a painful disjunc¬ 
tion. 

The Impact of Modernization 

Poor Women’s Increasing Poverty 

Many reports in the 1980s and 1990s pointed out the persistence and perpetu¬ 
ation of inequalities. 7 These critiques called into question mainstream thinking 
about how to proceed with development plans. One of the most significant was 
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that of the South Commission, composed of twenty-eight economists from the 
developing countries. In 1990, after three years of research and consultations, 
the commission published its report Challenge to the South, which bluntly stated 
the problem: “While the developed countries began a recovery from 1983, for the 
South the crucial point was that this recovery in the North was not accompanied 
by a significant improvement in the external economic environment for most 
developing countries.” 8 

Information about the increase in poverty and inequality also emerged from 
the regions. Between 1985 and 1998, the poverty rate rose in Africa, the transition 
economies of Eastern Europe, and the countries of the former Soviet Union. 9 
With the exception of the People’s Republic of China, the number of those liv¬ 
ing in poverty in the less developed countries rose steadily during the last two 
decades of the twentieth century. This increase in number of the poor was part 
of the phenomenon of growing global economic inequality, both among coun¬ 
tries and within countries. 10 Susan Moller Okin concludes that “within most 
countries, the less-well-off became poorer even by the conventional measures of 
household income or consumption (which miss some crucial aspects of their 
impoverishment), while the rich got richer.” 11 Overall, “for many countries over 
long periods of time, inequality has been surprisingly persistent, and where in¬ 
equality has changed rapidly, it has increased.” 12 

A series of reports from within the UN and from outside institutions pointed 
to the ways women suffered under the increasing inequality caused by structural 
adjustment and neoliberal economic programs. An ILO review noted the im¬ 
pact of the external context on women, which it describes as marked on the one 
hand by 

economic crisis, industrial restructuring and escalating unemployment in the in¬ 
dustrialized countries; by the negative effects of debt and structural adjustment 
programmes on women’s employment, earnings, and living conditions in the Third 
World and, on the other hand, by the process of economic globalization and liber¬ 
alization. These trends have influenced the employment, earnings and living con¬ 
ditions of women who were particularly exposed to unemployment, precarious 
situations, reduced career prospects, downgrading to informal activities, dimin¬ 
ished social protection, economic exploitation . 13 

By some measures, women’s status was improving by the 1980s in ways that 
could conceivably be attributed to the influence of CEDAW. The enrollment 
ratio of girls to boys in secondary-level education in 1989 was 0.86 in countries 
that had signed the convention, as opposed to 0.80 for all countries and 0.71 for 
countries that had not signed. Similarly, the percentage of women in decision¬ 
making positions was higher than that for countries that had not signed and the 
average for all countries, although those numbers were still very low: in coun- 
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tries that had signed the convention, parliaments had 10.6 percent women, gov¬ 
ernments had 4.9 percent women ministers, and women filled top-level govern¬ 
ment positions at a rate of 5.6 percent. (The numbers for countries that had not 
signed were approximately half of these percentages.) 14 The UN’s Division for 
the Advancement of Women wrote that the ratio of women to men in the labor 
force was an “indicator of equality,” noting that women in CEDAW countries 
had a higher level of economic participation than women in non-CEDAW coun¬ 
tries. 15 

Yet this movement toward “equality” was uneven; the UN’s World’s Women 
1970-1990 noted that with the onset of structural adj ustment programs, “women 
[had] been disproportionately squeezed out of public sector employment.” 16 
Reductions in government spending for health, child care, family planning, and 
education hit women particularly hard. Wage freezes and the high cost of im¬ 
ported goods meant that women worked longer hours. In 1994, Gertrude Mon- 
gella, UN secretary-general for the Fourth World Conference on Women in Bei¬ 
jing, highlighted this differential situation: “Women have less influence in the 
market because they do not have control over their labour and have limited ac¬ 
cess to other means of production.” 17 

For many of those concerned with development, the notion that women had 
their own particular experience of poverty was new, and there was a learning 
curve as research generated more and more new insights. Those who looked at 
gender within poverty began to understand the many hidden aspects of inequal¬ 
ity and flaws in the understanding of poverty, the way it was measured, and its 
intersections with macropolicies. They also began to understand some of the 
potential for turning the process of development toward the stated goals of equal¬ 
ity and justice. They began to look at such issues as inequality within house¬ 
holds, the coping mechanisms women in poverty used, and the built-in discrimi¬ 
nation in the poverty removal strategies directed toward women. 

These new explorations led to an understanding that the way statisticians 
measured women’s roles and contributions within economies was flawed. Previ¬ 
ous analytical frameworks saw women as a subset of the poor who need special 
measures for relief. These ideas did not seem adequate any longer. The lack of 
data on individuals within households is due not only to lack of attention to 
gender but also to the difficulties of separating some of these indicators such as 
income, consumption, or nutrition by individuals in households, especially where 
individuals do not earn salaries or wages but nevertheless do work that contrib¬ 
utes to family income, a typical characteristic of South economics. For example, 
food consumption is difficult to disaggregate as male and female, even though 
this variable is crucial to inequalities between men and women in some regions. 
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Table 4.1. Total Number of Rural People Living below the Poverty Line 
by Sex (estimated in millions), 1965-1970 and 1988 



1965-1970 

1988 

Percentage change 

Women 

383,673 

564,000 

+47.0 

Men 

288,832 

375,481 

+30.0 

TOTAL 

672,505 

939,481 

+39.7 


Source: ILO, Gender Poverty and Employment: Turning Capabilities into Entitlements (Geneva: ILO, 1995), 


The Feminization of Poverty 

One of the phenomena that emerged from new research was the increase of 
women among the poor, to the point where there were more women among the 
poor than men. This was described as the feminization of poverty. 18 The term 
originated in U.S. debates about single mothers and welfare dating from the 
1970s. In the context of global economics, it was linked to a perceived increase in 
the proportion of female-headed households and the rise of female participa¬ 
tion in low-return, informal-sector activities in urban areas, particularly in the 
context of the 1980s economic crises and structural adjustment programs in Sub- 
Saharan Africa and Latin America. The term “feminization of poverty” was used 
to describe three distinct elements: 

• that women have a higher incidence of poverty than men 

• that women’s poverty is more severe than that of men 

• that a trend toward greater poverty among women is associated with rising 

rates of female-headed households 19 

One way to measure women as a subset of the poor was to count the number 
of households that were headed by women on the assumption that these house¬ 
holds were the poorest households within a universe of households. This seemed 
to fit the reality in some regions, but not in all. 20 Research on female-headed 
households conducted in many other regions of the world revealed that female- 
headedness emerged not only because of abandonment by men or deprivation 
but because of such factors as outmigration of male heads of households seek¬ 
ing work. These men sent remittances home on a regular basis, and these house¬ 
holds, even if considered as female headed for a census or other surveys, were 
not necessarily poor. In fact, they were often better off due to the cash remit¬ 
tances they received in otherwise subsistence-type households. Other causes were 
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identified for female-headedness that were not necessarily associated with pov¬ 
erty. For example, certain cultural practices or traditions such as matriliny de¬ 
clared or reported the oldest woman as “head” of the household. In these house¬ 
holds, property could be owned by women, as in parts of South India. 21 Thus, it 
is argued that the variable “female-headed household” cannot universally be used 
as a proxy for women’s poverty and that there are “dangers of assuming that 
female headship always represents disadvantage.” 22 

The idea of the feminization of poverty introduced other analytical difficulties. 
Cecile Jackson points out that “the subordination of women is not caused by 
poverty,” that “a poverty focus misses the range of interconnected gender issues 
across classes and socioeconomic strata.” She advocates rescuing the concept of 
gender from what she calls the “poverty trap.” 23 Another critique is that the for¬ 
mulation conceals the reasons why women are being pushed into poverty and is 
thus too simplistic. In many countries, inappropriate development policies have 
pushed women out of the place they earlier occupied in the economic and po¬ 
litical landscape and have pauperized them. In other words, it is not that poverty 
has been feminized, it is women who have been pauperized. Anne Marie Goetz 
agrees and argues that focusing on women in isolation from their social rela¬ 
tionships does little to address the power imbalances rooted in these social rela¬ 
tions that lead to women’s greater vulnerability to poverty. 24 

However, the concept of feminization continues to be used. For example, the 
term “feminization of work” is used to describe the trend when an increasing 
proportion of workers are women. Similarly, the term “feminization of agricul¬ 
ture” is entering the field, a term used when a high (perhaps even a dominant) 
proportion of women in agriculture is clustered in the worst corners of that 
sector. World Bank economist Valerie Kozel’s study of Uttar Pradesh, which, with 
160 million people, is India’s most populous state, reveals that a higher propor¬ 
tion of female workers than male workers is involved in low-paid casual work, 
primarily in the agriculture sector. 25 Consequently, she says, 

[T]here has been a feminisation of the agricultural workforce, as the relative pro¬ 
portions of both female cultivators and female agricultural labourers have grown. 
Three quarters of women’s employment days were in agriculture, as compared to 
only 40% of men’s. Women were also three times more likely than men to work as 
agriculture labourers—work that is backbreaking, insecure, and low status. In con¬ 
trast to men, women rarely held regular jobs or jobs in the non-farm sector, while 
these activities were left to the men. When they did obtain such employment, 
women were again relatively underpaid and confined to unskilled activities. 26 

In using this term there is a suggestion that feminization also connotes a low 
value and unpleasant situation. Feminization of work is seen both in terms of 
numbers entering the workforce and in terms of the quality of the work, which 
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is usually poorly paid, physically demanding, and dirty. The UN’s 1999 World 
Survey on the Role of Women in Development noted that although the term was 
sometimes used loosely, it generally was used to describe two changes in women’s 
labor force participation: “the rapid and substantial increase in the share of 
women in paid employment” and “the changing nature of employment, where 
irregular conditions that were once thought to be a hallmark of women’s sec¬ 
ondary employment have become widespread for both sexes .” 27 

The word “feminization” thus includes a connotation of demeaning work or 
a diminishment of the nature of employment. Since increased participation of 
women in any field can enhance the culture and value of the field and is often 
the main demand of the women’s movement, using the term to describe what is 
basically a proportionate increase in numbers does not seem appropriate. It gives 
negative values to the increased presence of women. The word “feminization” 
should be removed from such descriptions of trends. 

World Surveys on the Role of Women in Development and the 
1995 Human Development Report 

Documents produced by the UN such as the 1986 and 1994 World Surveys on 
the Role of Women in Development also chronicled the unfolding crisis. The 
1986 survey was done when the impact of the Washington Consensus was not 
yet clear. It recorded early warning signals of the harmful effects of structural 
adjustment policies, yet it also included hopeful notes in its analysis, a clinging 
to the belief that development must surely be good for women even if in the 
short term the impact seemed unduly harsh. 

For example, under the section entitled “Benefits Accruing to Women from 
Development and Effects on Women of Economic Trends,” the survey reported 
that “ [modernization] failed to affect women’s productivity in agriculture be¬ 
cause it bypassed them, or even pushed them out of jobs by mechanizing the 
work traditionally done by them .” 28 It stated that “women seldom participate in 
designing new technologies and are seldom consulted before one is introduced .” 29 
It noted that although women’s labor force participation was increasing at a 
faster rate than men’s, they were crowded in low-paying jobs and informal em¬ 
ployment. It reported that women seldom were able to participate in decision¬ 
making at any level, household, local, or national. 

Yet the survey’s analysis had hope for the future and pointed to development 
policies that might improve women’s situations. The chapter on women and 
agriculture suggested that when women agricultural producers also have access 
to control over marketing, they gain enough power within households to be 
seen as co-producers. It recommended women’s cooperatives and production 
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credit schemes for rural women. 30 The chapter on industry noted that “in those 
[countries and areas] where export processing zones have been set up, women 
have become the main beneficiaries of industrial employment creation.” 31 Women 
with access to industrial employment realized the concrete benefits of improved 
health and nutrition and lower rates of infant mortality, which in turn would 
lead to a lower birth rate, or so the author of that chapter hoped. These hopeful 
projections did not match the evidence conference attendees at Copenhagen 
had heard in 1980 from women living in poverty around the world. 

By 1994, the survey’s analysis of each indicator of forward momentum for 
women was much sharper. It argued that poverty represented a failure of devel¬ 
opment because its policies did not invest in women’s capacities as a way out. It 
pointed out that women’s participation is integral to the transformation of the 
labor force and that the absence of women at the top of large corporate bureau¬ 
cracies and their growing presence in a dynamic middle sector affected develop¬ 
ment policies. The survey clearly stated that developments over the past decade, 
especially global economic restructuring, had proven that economic change is 
not gender neutral. Despite the visibility of the gendered nature of the inequal¬ 
ity of poverty, policymakers had failed to consider “gender as a key variable in 
their policy making.” Some of the report’s key recommendations on steps to 
address poverty among women were to give women equal access to employment 
opportunities and ensure that women participate fully in economic decision¬ 
making. 32 As these two surveys chronicled the growing crisis of the world’s poor 
women, the understanding of their compilers changed; from a somewhat naive 
belief that development would eventually help women, the learning curve took 
them to the realization that this would not happen unless women participated 
fully in development policymaking. 

In the 1970s, economists began critiquing development models by examining 
measures of progress or change and choosing new statistical indicators for that 
measure. The “indicator movement” began with Morris David Morris’s Physical 
Quality of Life Index (PQLI, mid-1970s) 33 which was soon followed by Manfred 
Max-Neef’s Barefoot Economics (1983), 34 The Other Economic Summit (TOES, 
1984), 35 and Hazel Henderson’s Paradigms in Progress: Life Beyond Economics 
(1991). 36 Each of these ideas was about “new” indicators or measures of eco¬ 
nomic and social transformation, about alternative economics. 

The idea of human development followed these earlier explorations. The his¬ 
torical origins of the human development idea and its implementation into an¬ 
nual reports has been narrated by Amartya Sen: 

The Human Development Reports started being published by the United Nations 

Development Programme from 1990. The initiation of the approach and the be- 
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ginning of the annual series of Human Development Reports occurred under the 
remarkable leadership of Mahbub ul Haq, the great Pakistani economist. Even 
though Mahbub’s primary focus was on the evaluative aspect of the human devel¬ 
opment approach (he questioned, in particular, the commonly used measures of 
economic success, such as the gross domestic product, on which so much of the 
development literature had tended to concentrate), he also had deep interest in 
the agency aspect. Even as he was hammering home the need to judge progress 
differently, Mahbub was also scrutinizing the ways and means of enhancing— 
through commitment and determination—the “life chances” that people enjoy in 
the miserable world in which we live. 37 

The Human Development Reports (HDRs) drew attention to the poor in 
ways that were persuasive, ranking countries according to the Human Develop¬ 
ment Index. During the course of the next twenty years, the HDR engaged in 
dramatic illustrations of disjunctions. 38 For example, in 1996, the HDR revealed 
by careful juxtaposition of data that countries that had high and rapidly grow¬ 
ing rates of growth of GDP often had a reverse trend in human development 
and in economic and other disparities. 39 

The Human Development Report 1995, subtitled Gender and human develop¬ 
ment, was brought out by the UNDP Human Development Bureau in honor of 
the UN world conference in Beijing 1995 and was released at the conference. It 
reported that although gains had been made in women’s education, illiterate 
women still outnumbered illiterate men by two to one. “Poverty has a woman’s 
face,” it announced, noting that women’s labor force participation had increased 
by only 4 percent in the previous two decades, women lacked access to credit 
from formal banking institutions, there were more unemployed women than 
men in all regions, and women received lower wages than men. The report con¬ 
cluded that “despite considerable progress in developing women’s capabilities, 
their participation in economic and political decision making remains very lim¬ 
ited.” 40 The 1995 HDR made it clear that the world’s women were on two trajec¬ 
tories—as women activists, academics, and policymakers worked to increase knowl¬ 
edge and change policy both in the UN and at home, female poverty was in¬ 
creasing and the quest for equality was proceeding at an excruciatingly slow pace. 

The report stirred up widespread interest, especially among those who are 
preoccupied with disparities. In unfolding discrimination against women world¬ 
wide, the report mobilized the women’s constituency not only to use it for advo¬ 
cacy work but also to critique it for its inadequacies—both in the framework it 
used and in the quantities that went into composing the indices. 

For example, the 1995 report innovated and developed two special indices for 
measuring gendered inequality, the GEM (Gender Empowerment Measure) and 
the GDI (Gender Development Index). The GEM seeks to determine the degree 
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to which women and men participate actively in economic, professional, and 
political activity and take part in decision-making. This is measured on the basis 
of indices pertaining to three variables: power over economic resources depicted 
by per capita income; access to professional activities and participation in eco¬ 
nomic decision-making based on share of jobs in the professional, technical, 
managerial, and administrative categories; and political opportunities and deci¬ 
sion-making reflected by share of parliamentary seats. 

The GEM was criticized because its components were related to characteris¬ 
tics of power more appropriate to the developed countries . 41 The argument was 
that there would not be professional associations of women or many women in 
parliament in developing countries; instead, there were other types of organiza¬ 
tions such as cooperatives and trade associations that would indicate empow¬ 
erment. Community organizations and institutions provide corridors of power 
between classes and structures, and these are not reflected in the North-derived 
statistics. Also, the GDI was built around per capita income and work participa¬ 
tion rates and since these figures were derived from the mainstream male-defined 
world of work, they also, it was argued, were not accurate measures for the de¬ 
veloping countries. The majority of workers in these countries are doing what is 
called unwaged work, work that is invisible to valuation. Most, if not all, poor 
women are “workers.” 

The human development idea, however, was taken forward by the UN through 
the UNDP and became one of the most visible conscience-keeper tools of the 
UN. A number of HDRs have been prepared at the global level as well as at 
regional and national levels and many of them use women or gender as the theme. 
Because the HDRs describe the situation of the poor with special reference to 
basic elements of well-being such as health and education, they often influence 
allocation of resources. They hold up a mirror that reflects injustice, places where 
the UN’s vision of economic and of social justice are not implemented. The 
HDRs challenge policies that do not reflect or fulfill this vision. 

In 1986, the main UN document on women and development (the first World 
Survey on the Role of Women in Development ) reflected untested assumptions 
about the relationship between those two subjects. The 1995 HDR, in contrast, 
despite its shortcomings, reflected the UN’s learning from women’s intellectual 
contributions to development thought. It noted the “fierce questioning” of the 
dominant development paradigm and stated that “the goal of development must 
be justice, not charity. . . . Investing in women’s capabilities and empowering 
them to exercise their choices is the surest way to economic development.” 42 It 
incorporated time-use data in its data collection about women’s work, pointing 
out that “if the unpaid contributions by both women and men were recognized, 
there would be far-reaching consequences for social and economic policy and 
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for social norms and institutions .” 43 Its analysis of the quest to land equality for 
women was sophisticated and nuanced: “There should be no attempt to offer a 
universal model of gender equality.... Each society... must debate whether the 
outcome is what the society really desires or a reflection of structural barriers 
that ought to be removed .” 44 Where nine years before, the UN could only gather 
disparate strands of data and try to fit the numbers into old models that were no 
longer relevant, now both the data collection and the analysis were rich and 
complex. The combination of the institutional resources of the UN and the new 
knowledge women had produced was powerful and compelling. 

Understanding the Contours of the Economy 

The Informal Economy 

One of the major ideas that appeared in the 1970s and 1980s and then took 
center stage in the 1990s is the recognition of the value and characteristics of the 
informal sector. Starting as attention to workers in what was called the unorga¬ 
nized sector—suggesting both that the workers were not organized into unions 
and that production and trade was unstructured, “informal”—the attention 
and nomenclature changed to “informal sector,” that “loosely defined structure 
of unorganized, often mobile, diverse, and flexible economic activity that . . . 
allow[s] casual workers to interact on an occasional basis with the market.” 45 
However, as the understanding of such economic activities developed and as the 
proportion of both workers and production and trade activities increased in 
this zone, this sector of activity gained in attention. Some networks and agen¬ 
cies, including Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO), recommend an employment-based definition of the informal sector 
that would include all nonstandard wage workers who work without a mini¬ 
mum wage, assured work, or benefits, whether they work for formal or informal 
firms. These groups have begun to use the terms “informal employment” and 
“informal economy” rather than the term “informal sector.” 45 

What was seen in the 1960s as not modern, as work that represented failure 
and was marginal, 47 was seen in the 1990s as a sector that had untapped develop¬ 
ment potential, and later concepts have stressed the idea of this sector as an 
opportunity rather than a failure (especially in the face of stagnating growth and 
rising unemployment). 48 

The macroeconomic regime—the reigning paradigm of liberalization, pri¬ 
vatization, and globalization, or LPG, as several South-based networks call it— 
also changed the location of employment, the location of some part of produc¬ 
tion, from the formal to the informal economy. The informal economy became 
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particularly critical as employers in the formal economy began to shed work¬ 
ers. Retrenched workers were replaced by part-timers, temporary workers, leased 
employees, and independent labor contractors, all of which are part of the in¬ 
formal economy. 49 Modern high-earning sectors also adopted outsourcing, or 
home-based services, adding to the concentration of workers in the informal 
economy. This new group of workers often lost the protection of labor laws. As 
attention to the informal economy grew because of the sheer volume of its work¬ 
ers, home-based workers emerged as a significant proportion of workers in the 
informal economy in need of study and analysis. 

The nature of the expansion in employment opportunities was such that 
women began to be preferred as workers in many of the fast-growing sectors of 
production and export. A UNICEF study of five Asian countries found that of¬ 
ten the job slots that emerge for home-based women workers are a result of the 
retrenchment of men from what is called the low end of the production pyra¬ 
mid. Informal occupations provide the livelihood (paid or otherwise) of more 
than 80 percent of women in low-income countries and 40 percent of those in 
middle-income countries; these countries combined account for 85 percent of 
the world’s population. 50 The UN (through the ILO and UN Statistical Office) 
began to respond to this clustering and to understand the role and scope of the 
informal sector. 

Measuring the informal sector was difficult, though it was clear that it was 
growing in many countries in the face of stagnant or contracting employment 
opportunities in both manufacturing and agriculture. In 1991, the ILO focused 
on the informal sector at its 14th International Labour Conference; this was the 
first time the issue was an explicit agenda item for a major international confer¬ 
ence. Labor statisticians at the conference concluded that “the ‘economic unit’ 
was the most appropriate measurement unit for defining the informal sector.” 51 

The ILO’s 1992 World Labour Report estimated that in Asia, while the orga¬ 
nized sector grew at 2 percent per year through the 1980s, the urban informal 
sector managed 4 percent growth and more, providing between 40 and 66 per¬ 
cent of employment. 52 UNESCO has also published studies that focus on the 
informal sector. 53 

In this new era of outsourcing and the rise of the informal labor economy, 
women’s work as outworkers in the garment industry in India and in the 
maquiladoras of Mexico, as pieceworkers in their homes for Nike and Reebok in 
Bangladesh and Indonesia, and as part-time workers inspired new responses. 
They began to organize as workers to build alternative styles of trade unions; 
Mujeres en Solidaridad in Guatemala and the Labor Federation of Independent 
Unions in Taiwan are two examples of such unions. These new unions are more 
like NGOs and the old craft associations; they are lobbies rather than legally 
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binding agencies. Women’s labor unions sometimes began as cooperatives or 
associations and then grew into registered unions. SEWA, the trade union of 
women self-employed workers in India, evolved out of such a process. Other 
forms of collectivities such as cooperatives emerged to empower workers in the 
informal economy (K’inal Antzetik in Mexico is a good example). 54 

Conventional trade unions and their leaders felt that these workers did not 
belong to the working class as traditionally understood and thus that worker 
protection laws did not apply to them. They were thought to be without skill 
and without much scope for challenging “social relations of production” as they 
had no identifiable employer. Further, the feeling was that such workers gave 
employers a way to circumvent emerging factory laws, an anxiety that was not 
entirely unfounded. Workers in this sector were paid less than minimum wage, 
and they were not paid at all when they had no orders. The gendered aspect of 
the argument was that work at home was usually marginal, that women’s work 
was of lower value, and that such work threatened the work of the male bread¬ 
winners. The factory that is the manufacturing center was considered the male 
domain and the home, the domestic, was seen as the domain of the female. 

These perceptions changed, even if slowly, due to many reasons. One, the 
collection and dissemination of data made the issue of home work visible , 55 re¬ 
vealing the enormous scale of its occurrence. It became apparent that this was 
not a “fringe” activity. The database also highlighted the complexity of the situ¬ 
ation: it revealed that the category called home workers was not homogenous, 
either in the diversity of the activities its members took up or in terms of catego¬ 
ries. The classification system enlarged to include own-account workers and self- 
employed or unpaid family workers, categories that were not mutually exclu¬ 
sive. 

Second, women workers organized themselves. Home-based workers world¬ 
wide engaged in a campaign that did much to expand the meaning of the term 
“worker.” 56 An effective lobby of women who were self-employed or home-based 
workers, HomeNet, emerged that bridged North and South, highly paid infor¬ 
mation technology workers and low-income street vendors. The lobby led to a 
new convention, the ILO’s Home-Based Workers Convention, which was signed 
in Geneva in 1996. 57 The convention carefully defined “homework” and “home 
worker” in ways that included women and defined “employer” in a way that 
included family members. It specified that signatories agree to national laws that 
give home workers “equality of treatment,” which included equality with other 
workers regarding the right to organize, protection against discrimination, pro¬ 
tection in the fields of occupational safety and health, wages, social security pro¬ 
tection, and maternity protection. It also mandated that national statistics had 
to include home workers. SEWA was prominent in the lobbying process; it sue- 
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Box 4.1. SEWA Uses the Informal Economy 
as a Source of Empowerment 

SEWA, which means “service” in most Indian languages but is also an 
acronym for the Self-Employed Women’s Association, is a trade union of 
economically active poor rural and urban women with a membership of 
720,000 spread in six states of India. The organization grew from an idea 
that suggested itself to poor self-employed women workers in the city of 
Ahmedabad as a way to collectively bargain with exploitative suppliers of 
the materials they collected—waste from the textile mills (chindi, or rags 
and fents) or used newspapers ( raddi ) from wholesale vendors to remake 
into shopping bags. The organization has bloomed and now occupies glo¬ 
bal space. SEWA members have their own 200,000-member cooperative 
bank, eighty industrial and service cooperatives, thirteen producers’ asso¬ 
ciations, its own insurance for women’s risk coverage, and an academy to 
prepare organizers, managers, and researchers at the grassroots level. Its 
most recent and challenging effort is the SEWA Trade Facilitation Centre 
for artisans and marginal farmers, which accesses and influences local 
and global markets. SEWA has emerged as a globally recognized voice 
for poor women and illustrates their power to organize and their capabili¬ 
ties to pull themselves out of poverty. 

SEWA’s evolution over the last four decades follows the shift in thinking 
among economists from identifying workers (and a form of production) as 
unorganized to seeing them as part of the informal economy. The experi¬ 
ence has generated innumerable models for designing development with 
justice across the spectrum—from economic activity to social awakening. 
SEWA’s banking experience reveals the capacity of poor women to finance 
themselves even as it reveals the exclusion of the poorest from mainstream 
financial services. SEWA supports street or pavement vendors because 
city governments and urban planners do not take into account the need of 
poor people to earn a livelihood. Each aspect of SEWA’s activities reveals 
new insights about how to remove poverty, challenge laws, and deliver 
service systems. In the process it uncovers perceptions of the poor, hierar¬ 
chies in valuation, and new ideas about marketing systems and their man¬ 
agement. Its core lesson is start with the poor, organize them, and let them 
move themselves forward. SEWA’s method resonates with Gandhi’s thought 
and demonstrates that an idea backed by mass mobilization can trans¬ 
form a situation or a location. 

SEWA is the world hub for many movements associated with women 
workers in poverty zones. It is recognized as the teacher on method by the 
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ILO, the World Bank, UNIFEM, and many other UN and multilateral agen¬ 
cies. SEWA is a founding partner of many transnational agencies, such as 
Women’s World Banking, DAWN, WIEGO, and HomeNet, to mention only 
a few. It is also a member of national, regional, and international trade 
unions and a member of the worldwide women’s movement. Its founder, 
Ela Bhatt, has been recognized nationally and internationally with many 
awards for her contribution to this revolutionary movement. Bhatt has said, 
“This vast working population is the biggest, single most significant force 
in removing poverty, the fact that must not be ignored by any society or 
Government.” 

Sources: Jain, Singh, and Chand, Women’s Quest for Power, 20; Kalima 
Rose, Where Women Are Leaders: The SEWA Movement in India (New 
Delhi: Vistaar Publications, 1992); Ela Bhatt and Renana Jhabvala, “The 
Idea of Work,” paper prepared for an ILO conference on work, Geneva, 
2003; Ela R. Bhatt, “Globalisation and Rural Women: SEWA Experience— 
A Plea for Non-Violent Reforms,” lecture in honor of the Lai Bahadur Shastri 
National Award for Excellence in Public Administration, Academics and 
Management, New Delhi, 8 October 2004. 


ceeded in gaining the support of the International Union of Food and Allied 
Workers and the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions. It also helped 
created bridges between home worker advocacy groups in Europe, Southeast 
Asia, and Africa. 58 The 1996 convention was the product of an international alli¬ 
ance of women workers and their feminist allies in the ILO. 59 

As deeper understanding and acceptance of the value of the informal economy 
and women within it emerged, interest moved toward claiming social security 
for these workers. South Africa floated the idea of the Basic Income Grant in 
2001 to fill the gaps in its four-part social security system of voluntary savings, 
joint contributions by workers and employers, non-contributory benefits, and 
government relief in crisis situations. It advocated universal provision of a mini¬ 
mum income that would be indexed to the rate of inflation. 60 While new pro¬ 
grams are still being negotiated, the problems they face are the same as those of 
the 1970s: lack of resources, diversion of resources in developing countries to 
pay for military expenditure, and high-profile infrastructure projects that benefit 
private capital at the expense of other social sectors. 

One of the most significant achievements of the partnership between UN 
agencies and the outside is the improvement in the understanding of work, of 
who is a worker. National studies and research efforts made these new definitions 
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much clearer and brought them into the domain of the UN’s mainstream. The 
networking and lobbying of the women’s movement furthered this shift in think¬ 
ing. Studies by the ILO and the FAO helped consolidate the new understandings 
and definitions. 

Convincing international agencies to include women’s work in their account¬ 
ing systems took some time. The concepts of valuing unpaid gainful activity, 
identifying a woman worker, or recognizing a home as a workplace were new. A 
great deal was at stake; these ways of quantifying women’s contributions to na¬ 
tional economies had important policy implications. Home-based workers 
needed the protection of labor laws. “Marginal” workers who gathered “free” 
goods such as garbage sorters or gum collectors needed a minimum wage. Women 
who cared for the sick, the elderly, and infants needed social policies to support 
them while they did this work. National governments, researchers, and activists 
and UN specialized agencies and funds such as UNIFEM, the ILO, the UNDP, 
UNESCO, and the FAO worked on getting this recognition into the design of 
statistics systems and in work on the ground. 

The new attention to this form of work brought visibility to women’s eco¬ 
nomic and social roles. It also challenged traditional dichotomies such as private 
and public and home and workplace; the new data revealed that such dichoto¬ 
mies are collapsed among poorer households or in certain forms of production 
and trade. Earlier perceptions that the exploited home worker was located only 
in the South changed as research made it clear that there were many such work¬ 
ers in the North. In addition, the valuation of such work changed as flexible 
work and globally competitive wages became visible components of the restruc¬ 
tured global economy. 

Taming Development 

Women brought new understandings of poverty and inequality and the new 
economic challenges of the decade to the Nairobi women’s conference of 1985. 
The conference changed the worldwide women’s movement and its understand¬ 
ing of and its intersection with development debates and practice in a number 
of significant ways. At Nairobi, the many opportunities to meet and build bridges 
matured and politicized the women’s movement and exposed them more inti¬ 
mately to the politics of global governance. Whereas Copenhagen had been 
marked by divisions among women in developing and developed countries about 
what the priorities of the worldwide women’s movement should be, at Nairobi, 
there was “widespread recognition that political issues are women’s issues, and 
that the women’s movement is a fundamentally political movement.” 61 Margaret 
Papandreou, the official delegate from Greece, spoke eloquently and persuasively 
about this issue, asking why the issues of women’s reproductive rights or equal 
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pay for equal work were less political than apartheid or the right of a refugee 
woman to a homeland. 62 

The location of a UN world conference for women in a developing country 
gave many women from the North experiential knowledge about underdevelop¬ 
ment in general and the impact of structural adjustment in particular. As Mar¬ 
garet Snyder recalls: 

[B]y the time you got to Nairobi... consensus was possible. For one thing, western 
women had experienced the economic downturn, so they knew it got in the way of 
advancement of women in their countries. They also had a chance, meeting in a 
developing country, to go out in the countryside and meet women who were car¬ 
rying water, and using new technologies for water, and planting trees—building 
their nation tree by tree, so to speak. That changed their attitudes. 63 

Another change was the growth of knowledge that incorporated feminist val¬ 
ues and focused on women. By 1985, regional networks of women academics 
and researchers had grown around the world. These included the Association of 
African Women for Research and Development, the Women and Development 
Unit of the University of the West Indies in Barbados, the Asian Women’s Re¬ 
search and Action Network, the Pacific and Asian Women’s Forum, the Indian 
Association Women’s Studies, and so on. 64 The Nairobi conference provided a 
venue for these networks to share information and form joint platforms. Wom¬ 
en’s Studies International (WSI) held workshops at the NGO Forum on “Women’s 
Studies as a Strategy for Educational Change,” “Theoretical Perspectives in 
Women’s Studies,” and “Teaching Methods.” Members of WSI saw women’s stud¬ 
ies as a way to change educational systems to take into account issues such as 
exploitation and inequality. 65 Other networks did the same, holding workshops 
and forging a solidarity based on analysis of shared knowledge. 

The newly founded DAWN network made its debut at Nairobi and presented 
a number of panels at the NGO Forum that introduced its alternative develop¬ 
ment paradigm related to the three sections of their Nairobi document: 

• “Gender and Class in Development Experience,” about grassroots initiatives 

• “Systemic Crises, Reproduction Failures,” about the impact of regional mac¬ 

roeconomic issues 

• “Alternative Visions, Strategies and Methods,” about the way forward 66 

Peggy Antrobus has written of DAWN’s contributions at the Nairobi confer¬ 
ence: 

With the emergence of DAWN feminists at the NGO Forum at Nairobi in 1985, 
Third World women found a voice that was to challenge and change the discourse 
on women and development. By locating women’s experience of development in 
the colonial and neo-colonial context and the macro-economic policies that 
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reflected this colonial relationship, we introduced an analytical framework that 
was to change the terms of the debate on women’s issue worldwide.... It provided 
the global women’s movement the tools for advancing a different perspective on 
all development issues, from environment to human rights, from population to 
poverty. 67 

Thus, the concerns and knowledge about poverty and its links with macro¬ 
economics were exposed at Nairobi and it was established that an “only for 
women agenda” would not suffice. This was the kind of point that Vida Tomsic 
and the NAM had been making earlier. 

Nairobi also provided a venue for proponents of two quite different models 
of women and development to enter into dialogue and learn of each other’s 
work. One woman bureaucrat from the U.S. Agency for International Develop¬ 
ment who had worked to incorporate WID into that agency’s development para¬ 
digm later recalled the painful experience of realizing that she and her colleagues 
needed reeducation after Nairobi. “We had to learn to listen to those whom we 
wanted to assist and to understand how they wanted us to work with them, not 
for them.” She also recalled the powerful impact of DAWN’s new paradigm: 
“[WJomen of the South truly took over the women in development enterprise 
at the Nairobi world conference on women in 1985.” 68 

Thus, there was a sense of unison in not only recognizing the punishing na¬ 
ture of what was being offered as development but also an analysis and a way 
forward in the project of taming development, of making it friendly through 
that analysis and the solidarity built across divides at Nairobi. 

The Peace Tent was more than a metaphor at the NGO forum in Nairobi. 
Women in the tent discussed, elaborated, and mobilized opinion about the links 
between absence of conflict and development. A corollary was also argued— 
that inequality is often perpetrated by inappropriate development ideas. The 
tent provided a space for dialogues between Soviet and American women, Pales¬ 
tinian and Israeli women, and women from Iran and Iraq. A large patchwork 
globe that was mounted outside the tent attracted signatures from women of 
all continents who agreed with its statement that “as a woman I have no country 
... my country is the whole world.” The globe was presented to Leticia Shahani, 
secretary-general of the UN conference, on the closing day of the forum . 69 

The Nairobi conference was a landmark in changing the definition of peace: 
“Peace includes not only the absence of war, violence and hostilities at the na¬ 
tional and international levels but also enjoyment of economic and social jus¬ 
tice, equality and the entire range of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
within society .” 70 Eleven paragraphs of the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies 
for the Advancement of Women specifically addressed questions of women and 
peace. 
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Several efforts had been made since the 1980s to reveal the gender-differenti¬ 
ated experience of conflict. From the 1980s, the United Nations increasingly took 
account of the impact of armed conflict on women as mothers and caregivers. 

Women’s peace movements brought the issues of women as refugees, women 
as targets of the enmity and therefore as victims of rape to the attention of the 
UN. They also emphasized the importance of changing the international con¬ 
ventions on war crimes and compensation for the injuries to accommodate this 
difference. Some progress was made in responding to these findings by the UN 
system. 

In 1985, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees organized a Round Table 
on Refugee Women, and the Executive Committee, for the first time, adopted a 
conclusion highlighting the problems of refugee women. 71 This was the start of 
the UNHCR’s engagement with the issue of refugee women as a particular group 
that needed special attention, which finally led in 1992 to the Guidelines on the 
Protection of Refugee Women. 72 

Many other useful responses recognized the gendered experience of conflict. 
For example, Security Council resolution 798 of 18 December 1992 referred to 
the “massive, organized and systematic detention and rape of women, in par¬ 
ticular Muslim women, in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” The council established a 
Commission of Experts (the Yugoslav Commission) to investigate violations of 
international humanitarian law committed in the former Yugoslavia; in its in¬ 
terim report, it listed systematic sexual assault as one of the priority areas in its 
ongoing investigations. 

Thanks to the Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice and the willingness of some 
states, the International Criminal Court defines rape, sexual slavery, forced im¬ 
pregnation, forced sterilization, and any other form of sexual violence as war 
crimes and grave breaches of the Geneva Convention. The two ad hoc war crime 
tribunals, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 
in 1992 and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) in 1994, 
prompted the international community to include these acts as crimes against 
humanity. 

In 1995, the UNHCR took note of the problem and issued a set of guidelines 
on preventing and responding to sexual violence against refugees. “Much of the 
impetus for these trends in international criminal law applicable in armed conflict 
can be traced to the women’s human rights movement,” it wrote. 73 Two UN the¬ 
matic rapporteurs were appointed with mandates directly concerning the issue 
of sexual violence during armed conflict (special rapporteur on systematic rape, 
sexual slavery, and slavery-like practices during periods of armed conflict and 
special rapporteur on violence against women, its causes, and consequences). 74 

There is certainly a new consciousness about these issues now. Rape by sol- 
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diers, especially in occupied territories, was regarded in the past as normal or 
inevitable. What feminists have done is to make visible the invisible and to make 
unacceptable what was once considered part of war. By revealing the deeper so¬ 
cial injuries of conflict and engaging in dialogue across distance within the peace 
tent, these efforts of members of the worldwide women’s movement in their 
tent attempted the impossible. They argued that development had to be tamed 
if peace—and therefore less human cruelty—was to be landed or made a reality. 

When the delegates at Nairobi sang, “Woman time a’come,” they had no doubts 
about the strength they had built over the previous ten years. “Yaid better be 
prepared ,” 75 they warned the world, and they lived up to the warning by the 
energies and exertions they brought to their communities and countries and 
the world in the next ten years. 

Changing Conduits to Power 

Conferences, Networks, and Caucuses 

In the 1990s, the United Nations sponsored an unprecedented series of world 
conferences, starting with the World Summit for Children in New York in 1990 
and continuing with the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the World 
Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993, the International Conference 
on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, the World Summit for Social 
Development in Copenhagen in 1995, and the Fourth World Conference on Wom¬ 
en in Beijing 1995. At each of these conferences, women used new tools and skills 
to bring issues connected to women and development to the agenda. 

While there are many critical assessment of what the conferences actually do 
in terms of concrete commitment, the documents—including NGO statements— 
that have emerged from each conference show that a remarkable degree of inter¬ 
national agreement has been reached on the norms and values needed to con¬ 
struct a just, peaceful, and sustainable world civilization. The real utility of the 
conferences lay in the diffusion of knowledge and as “a marketplace for ideas .” 76 
The lead-up to conferences and the follow-up and post-conference assessments 
provided momentum for the mobilization of the women constituency and for 
dialogue, sometimes partnership, and often information-sharing between gov¬ 
ernments and civil society. These conferences facilitated the birth of new na¬ 
tional, regional, and transnational networks over the decade that made confer¬ 
ences tools in women’s hands, instruments they used to shape or engineer the 
agendas to provide platforms for their concerns. 

The conferences also brought to light and made visible strong differences 
among women in terms of location, priorities, class, and race—all the conven¬ 
tional classifications of society, politics, and economics. Often these distances 
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are also part of the overall North-South tensions and disparities. However, women 
have sustained what can be called strategic, fluid forms of identity, choosing to 
come together or fall away as required by a strategy on an issue or at a particular 
place or time to optimize the advantage of the conference spaces. This technique 
of using multiple identities and coming in as collectives according to the situa¬ 
tion is a characteristic of the strategizing of excluded groups. The women’s con¬ 
stituency perfected it during this decade through networks, caucuses, and coali¬ 
tions. 

Throughout the UN Decade for Women, women’s organizations built net¬ 
works within and across national boundaries, sharing information and support¬ 
ing each other’s activism. The cluster of conferences that followed “sparked an 
extraordinary mobilisation of women’s groups across borders .” 77 Private foun¬ 
dations supported the process with financial resources for the new movements, 
and the UN provided nodes or poles around which women could organize with 
its worldwide conferences. 

Networks of women emerged during the 1970s and 1980s and into the 1990s. 
Sara Longwe, director of the African Women’s Development and Communica¬ 
tion Network (FEMNET) and founder of the Zambian Women’s Association, 
says that it is the UN Women’s Decade regional meeting held in Arusha, Tanza¬ 
nia, in October 1984 that helped form FEMNET. 

Networking as a conscious form of organizing emerged for many reasons, 
both pragmatic and value-based. The pragmatic considerations were a recogni¬ 
tion that global problems had to be countered on a global scale and that net¬ 
working improves the effect, visibility, and efficiency of the people involved in 
advancing a cause. 

The strength of these networks lay in their exceptional ability to enhance and 
deepen critical thinking and creativity through dialogue and exchange, to ad¬ 
dress global problems by joining forces to take global action, to transcend isola¬ 
tion and strengthen local action, to link local organizing efforts and structures 
to international ones, to facilitate participation, and to be flexible and respond 


Box 4.2. Women’s Regional Networks 

African Women’s Development and Communication Network (FEMNET) 

was set up in 1988 to share information, experiences, ideas, and strate¬ 
gies among African women’s NGOs through communications, networking, 
training, and advocacy to advance women’s development and equality and 
other human rights in Africa. It also aims to provide an infrastructure for 
and a channel through which these NGOs can reach one another and 
share information, experiences, and strategies. 
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Asian Women’s Research and Action Network (AWRAN), founded in 
1982, is a network of women from ten Asian countries whose goal is to 
integrate research and action to bring about vital change to women’s lives, 
especially in the grassroots communities of Asia. The organization col¬ 
lects, collates, and disseminates information about research on women 
throughout Asia. 

Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) is an interna¬ 
tional membership organization founded in 1982 that connects, informs, 
and mobilizes people and organizations committed to achieving gender 
equality. It works to shape policy on women and development by facilitat¬ 
ing debates and by building capacity of those working in the field of women 
and development. 

Association of African Women for Research and Development 
(AAWORD) was formed in 1977, the first regional institution with the goal 
of facilitating research by African women on questions of gender and de¬ 
velopment. Its mission is to build a strong African women’s movement by 
linking women’s human rights to the theory and practice of development 
and to highlight women’s contributions to sustainable development. Its role 
as a space where connections could be made between women-centered 
research and political and intellectual trends in Africa helped establish 
women’s studies and gender studies on the continent. 

Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN), founded 
in 1984, is a feminist network of women, researchers, and activists from 
the economic South that promotes alternative approaches to development 
and stimulates coalition-building and platforms for articulating the perspec¬ 
tive of poor women. Its goal is to sustain models of development that are 
people-centered, holistic, and sustainable by serving as a catalyst for de¬ 
bate on key developmental issues. 

International Women’s Rights Action Watch (IWRAW) was established 
in 1986 after the Nairobi conference. It monitors implementation of CEDAW. 
From its early years it has organized seminars for women from UN mem¬ 
ber states to follow up the juridical process connected with implementation 
and monitoring of the convention. Today it is a global network of activists, 
researchers, and organizations that focuses on the advancement of 
women’s human rights. 




Development as if Women Mattered, 1986-1995 


125 


ISIS International was formed in Geneva in 1974 to serve as a channel 
for women’s voices, strengthen feminist analysis, and support the feminist 
movement across the globe. It functions as an action-oriented women’s 
resource center by creating solidarity networks and providing information 
that will help women from various regions of the world overcome gender 
inequalities. 

Women and Development Unit (WAND) was launched in 1978 at the 
University of West Indies, Barbados, as a link between academics and 
activists. Over the years, it has worked with government planners, rural 
women’s groups, and NGOs to ensure that development plans benefit 
women. WAND participants question development models and work to 
create a macroanalysis that explains political and structural barriers to 
women’s full participation in development. 

Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO), 

formed in 1997, is a worldwide coalition of institutions and individuals con¬ 
cerned with improving the status of women in the economy’s informal sec¬ 
tor. Member organizations include SEWA, Harvard University, and UNIFEM. 
It strives to improve the status of the informal sector through compiling 
better statistics, conducting research, and developing programs and poli¬ 
cies. 

Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO) was 

formed in the early 1990s during the preparatory process for the UN Con¬ 
ference on the Environment and Development. It has developed an effec¬ 
tive NGO lobbying strategy that it uses at UN world conferences and it has 
helped expand NGO activity at those conferences. 

Sources: AAWORD Web site at http://www.afard.org/English/ln_engl.htm; 
“About WIEGO: Origins and Mission,” available at http://www.wiego.org/ 
textonly/about.shtml; Antrobus, “A Caribbean Journey”; AWID Web site at 
http://www.awid.org; The Human Rights Databank; Timothy, “Walking on 
Eggshells at the UN”; FEMNET Web site at http://www.femnet.or.ke/ 
programmes.asp; Pietila, Engendering the Global Agenda; Jain, “The Dawn 
Movement,” in Routledge International Encyclopaedia of Women, edited 
by Chris Kramarae and Dale Spender (New York: Routledge, 2000); Isis— 
Women’s International Cross-Cultural Exchange Web site at http://www. 
isis.or.ug/about.htm; Pereira, “Between Knowing and Imagining”; Odejide, 
“Profile of Women’s Research and Documentation Centre.” 
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quickly to new and changing situations. Political scientist Peter Haas has ana¬ 
lyzed the unique roles networks can play in a society: “Networks of knowledge- 
based experts can through their command of knowledge and information play a 
fundamental role in helping states identify their interests, framing issues for de¬ 
bate and proposing specific policies and international policy coordination.” 78 

There are several examples of networks achieving goals and forwarding agen¬ 
das at UN conferences. Members of WEDO, a network that formed in prepara¬ 
tion for the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio in 1992, 
used conference skills they had honed in Mexico City, Copenhagen, and Nairobi 
to successfully bring women’s concerns into the official conference document, 
Agenda 21. Before the conference, it set up task forces to analyze the draft of the 
original Agenda 21 and compare it with their own document, Women’s Agenda 
21. By the end of the process of the conference, women’s issues were mentioned 
hundreds of times in Agenda 21. WEDO used the new tool of the Women’s Cau¬ 
cus in Rio, “a bridge between the official deliberations and the parallel NGO 
deliberations.” 79 

The Global Campaign for Human Rights, which gathered half a million sig¬ 
natures from all over the world for a petition proclaiming that “Women’s Rights 
Are Human Rights,” was able to influence the outcome of the UN conference on 
Human Rights held in Vienna in 1993. Charlotte Bunch and Niamh Reilly note 
that “ [t]he petition is a good illustration of how networking occurs in women’s 
organisations. At the time the petition was launched there was no women’s hu¬ 
man rights network, but there were international networks of women’s move¬ 
ments that took it up.” 80 The campaign was strengthened by regional networks 
and various other groups and coalitions, and Bunch and Reilly write that “ [t] his 
is what networking is all about; utilizing the communications systems that exist 
and moving an idea in a way that does not have to have ownership in one place.” 81 
The UN conference on human rights provided the impetus for this campaign, 
revealing the symbiosis between conferences and networking. 

Women used the caucus once again as an effective tool at the prepcoms for 
the International Conference on Population and Development in 1994. It pro¬ 
vided a vehicle with which other NGOs and networks could ally. At the confer¬ 
ence itself, the more experienced Women’s Caucus, once again organized by 
WEDO, built carefully and methodically on past UN documents to demonstrate 
that human rights applied to population policies and programs. Through the 
caucus, new groups such as the Women’s Alliance were able to gain access to the 
conference process. The joint efforts of women’s networks and NGOs and the 
Women’s Caucus successfully created a broad consensus among conference del¬ 
egates that “economic development and population decline is most effectively 
fostered by promoting women’s rights.” 82 
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The 1995 World Summit for Social Development in Copenhagen provided, 
perhaps for the first time, an opportunity for the convergence of the major 
people’s movements for social and economic rights. Indigenous people, work¬ 
ers, women, the handicapped, minorities and migrant workers, and associations 
of the poor or their lobbyists made for a melting pot, each politicizing the other 
toward the larger goal of a right to equitable development. For the first time, the 
world’s leaders and governments committed themselves to the goal of eradicat¬ 
ing poverty “as an ethical, social, political and economic imperative.... At the 
highest political level, then, the Summit has assumed the commitment to achieve 
equality and equity between women and men and to promote a gender perspec¬ 
tive in decision-making processes as inherent to more humane development for 
us all.” 83 At the social summit, the women’s movement received an education 
about the politics of development and its link to the politics of rights. The right 
to development was endorsed by the working classes and other excluded groups, 
who felt that it was central and superior to human rights as a concept. Issues of 
collective rights, a political platform of the oppressed, challenged the dominance 
of the human rights discourse. 

Through networking, women learned to define common grounds and work 
within differences. For example, West European women worked with women of 
other regions to develop gender perspectives on population issues in a way that 
attempts “to account for the different interests and ideologies at stake .” 84 They 
learned to go beyond pure opposition to negotiate, argue, and garner political 
support for their cause. They also made strategic choices about what changes to 
push for and what to ignore. 

New Wings in the Architecture: The UN’s Women-Only Spaces 

UNIFEM is a small entity within the United Nations, yet it has successfully 
brokered its resources to emerge as a leader on a number of issues that are im¬ 
portant to the worldwide women’s movement and as a node around which or¬ 
ganizations in the movement can gather to focus their energy. The women’s move¬ 
ment is a significant component of its success; having an outside constituency 
that is fully mobilized and articulate has enabled UNIFEM to both draw on that 
resource and provide highly visible leadership on the issues it identifies as key. 

UNIFEM is an autonomous structure associated with the UNDP, which gives 
it access to a strong base from which to cultivate donors. It also gives women in 
developing countries greater access to the fund; they can apply for assistance 
through any UNDP country office. 85 Although its budget is small compared to 
the resources of the UNDP, financing for the fund has been relatively solid and 
has grown over time; between 1978 and 1994, voluntary contributions increased 
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from $4 million to $11 million. 86 UNIFEM used some of this money for projects 
that later were supported by other UN agencies; in the three-year period 1985- 
1988, the fund attracted nearly double its own investment to projects to benefit 
women in developing countries. 87 By 2000, UNIFEM’s resources approached $30 
million. 

In its first fifteen years, UNIFEM operated effectively as a catalyst, funding 
women’s projects that attract other sources of financial support or become self- 
supporting. 88 UNIFEM’s location within the UNDP also gave it access to the 
network of the program’s country offices, more bases from which to reach the 
women it wanted to collaborate with. During this initial period of its history, 
UNIFEM took the innovative step of making NGOs the executing agents of 
funded projects at a time when the larger system focused on its own organiza¬ 
tions and on governments. It set up revolving credit funds that generated renew¬ 
able resources for poor women and their families. It helped design projects of 
other organizations to benefit both men and women. 89 But more than anything 
else, it demonstrated women’s understanding that poor women are their own 
agents for change rather than recipients of charity. UNIFEM officials visited 
women in their home countries to hear their ideas about what changes were 
needed. As former director Margaret Snyder notes, “We liked to sit under a tree 
and talk with women to find out their concerns.” Building knowledge from the 
ground up in this way enabled UNIFEM to move from a project-by-project mode 
of operation into programming. 90 

Since the mid-1990s, UNIFEM has broadened its program. One of its strengths 
is its close relationship with regional organizations; examples include the South 
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation, the Economic Community of West 
African States, the Intergovernmental Authority on Development, and the South 
African Development Community. Relationships with these organizations are 
reciprocal: UNIFEM works with them to strengthen their capacity with regard 
to gender equality and women’s rights, and issues that are developing on the 
ground often filter up to UNIFEM as key issues of focus for the future. Another 
way that ideas filter up to UNIFEM is through its subregional offices, which act 
as a network for the women’s movement. One subregional office may pick up an 
idea or model from its region and share it with colleagues in other UNIFEM 
offices. A good example is UNIFEM’s work on women’s security issues. Its Afri¬ 
can Women in Crisis Programme, which supports internally displaced women, 
is an expansion of work that was begun in East Africa by Laketch Dirasse well 
before the UN had become engaged with peacebuilding operations of this na¬ 
ture. Her work gave UNIFEM the legitimacy to build a worldwide program on 
this issue. 

UNIFEM also serves as a point of coalescence for the issue of violence against 
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Table 4.2. Income for UNIFEM, INSTRAW, and UNDP, 1985,1990,1995, 
and 2000 (in U.S. dollars) 



UNIFEM 

INSTRAW 

UNDP 

1985 

2.8M 

,5M 

873M 

1990 

9.3M 1 

2.3M 

1,200M 

1995 

15.5M 

1.3M 

1,620M 

2000 

29.4M 

,2M 

634M 


Note: 1.1991 figure. 

Sources: Yearbook of the United Nations 1985, 1990, 1995, 2000;“ INSTRAW’s Profile for the New Millennium" 
(Santo Domingo: INSTRAW, 1998). 


women, which concerns the women’s movement worldwide. It has built on work 
begun in networks around the world to bring the work of the movement into 
the UN’s programming through such methods as regional UN interagency 
campaigns. Its Trust Fund in Support of Actions to Eliminate Violence Against 
Women, established in 1997, supports projects that work on this issue using 
funds it raises from governments and private donors. By 2004, the fund had 
disbursed over $8 million to 175 initiatives in ninety-six countries that work to 
educate the public about the nature and scope of violence against women and 
ways to end the behavior. In November 2004, UNIFEM linked the issues of devel¬ 
opment, peace, and violence against women when it awarded grants to twenty 
projects addressing gender-based violence in seventeen developing countries in 
post-conflict situations. 

The fund has also responded to globalization by supporting women’s net¬ 
works working on macroeconomic issues and works to ensure that gender is 
taken into account in the formation of trade policies. For example, it supported 
the establishment of a new network of nongovernmental organizations called 
Red Mercosur to work on developing common strategies to advance gender is¬ 
sues and women’s rights within the Mercosur trade treaty. The network suc¬ 
cessfully broadened existing women’s NGO alliances to include other actors, such 
as trade unions and universities. UNIFEM also supports networks that seek 
greater political participation from women, including support for voter educa¬ 
tion and training women to be parliamentarians. UNIFEM’s Global HIV/AIDS 
Framework lays the foundation for activities that address empowering women 
to prevent transmission and mitigate impact. 91 

A UNDP administrator has noted that UNIFEM “punches way above its 
weight.” Although one might wish he had chosen other language, the viewpoint 
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he expresses is accurate. UNIFEM is one of the smallest of the UN funds and 
programmes, yet it is expected to keep up with its larger counterparts in terms 
of its influence on UN processes and its delivery of results. UNIFEM’s head is at 
the D-2 level rather than the assistant secretary-general (ASG) level of the UNDP’s 
heads of regional bureaus. As such, she is blocked from attending some deci¬ 
sion-making meetings that are open only to those at the ASG level or above. The 
success of the fund is due largely to the commitment of its staff, its network of 
subregional offices and connections with regional organizations, and the strong 
support it receives from the worldwide women’s movement. 

Like UNIFEM, INSTRAW was set up as an autonomous entity within the 
UN. However, it has struggled financially almost from the outset. In its first de¬ 
cade, INSTRAW was influential in supporting research on time use and other 
topics related to collection of data on women’s work in the informal sector . 92 It 
also contributed sections to reports by UNIFEM and the world surveys on the 
status of women in development. But donors are much more interested in “prod¬ 
uct” for their investment, and it is difficult to persuade them that research that 
may change policies on the ground has as much value as concrete programs and 
projects. 

In the mid-1990s, the Secretary-General initiated a program of reform that 
emphasized consolidation of programs and funds, and INSTRAW was targeted 
as a vulnerable fund that should be merged with UNIFEM. Neither fund wanted 
the merger, but financial considerations were the rule of the day. Donors, sens¬ 
ing difficulties, cut funding, and by the mid-1990s INSTRAW was in serious 
trouble. Its collaborative work with the UN Statistical Office, the ILO, and the 
ECA to further research on women’s contributions in the informal economy 
became extremely difficult to carry out as it struggled with cuts in staff and lack 
of essential equipment such as computers. 93 INSTRAW entered what its Board 
of Trustees called a vicious cycle: “Inadequate levels of funding hindered the 
sustainability of the Institute’s operations, resulting in low level of programme 
implementation, thereby affecting its ability to attract funds and sufficient hu¬ 
man resources.” 94 

In 1999, a study by the UN’s Joint Inspection Unit recommended that 
INSTRAW remain a separate fund. Its decision was influenced by its understand¬ 
ing of the value of the research INSTRAW conducts and the support the fund 
received through the Beijing Platform for Action, which demonstrated “the enor¬ 
mous need for new methodologies in research and training if its strategic ob¬ 
jectives are to be fulfilled,” particularly in the area of feminization of poverty, 
which has yet to be accurately measured. 95 INSTRAW now receives minimal fund¬ 
ing from the United Nations, but it still must raise the bulk of its funds. 96 

INSTRAW coped with dwindling financial resources during its crisis years by 
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placing a greater emphasis on networking. It now implements a threefold strat¬ 
egy of networking with focal points, regional umbrella organizations of civil 
society, and ad hoc associations. The Internet has played a role in increasing the 
institute’s outreach; it offers online training packages and courses on capacity¬ 
building in gender and development, peacekeeping, forestry, the environment, 
and promoting gender equality. INSTRAW also provides Web-based training 
sessions for women on issues such as gender and development, women’s repro¬ 
ductive health, and gender and peacekeeping. It is also conducting research on 
the economic contributions of migrant women through remittances and fi¬ 
nancing for development. 97 INSTRAW’s former director wrote in 1998 that “the 
need for focused policy research and training on gender relations is greater than 
ever before,” particularly in the context of globalization’s threats to the advance¬ 
ment of women. 98 

The diverging stories of these two women’s spaces at the UN illustrate the 
importance of outside support if these small spaces are to succeed. UNIFEM’s 
programming and projects appeal to its constituency of the women’s movement 
because it draws ideas from that source. INSTRAW has worked to fulfill its man¬ 
date as well, but it has not enjoyed the strong support of movement organiza¬ 
tions. This is partly explained by its location in Santo Domingo rather than New 
York; distance from the corridors of power has played a role. Its story also speaks 
to the difficulties of persuading donors and potential supporters of the value of 
research designed to assist women in developing countries. In the final analysis, 
though, these two stories illustrate the power of women’s networks. One fund 
thrived because of its immersion in the networks of the worldwide women’s 
movement; UNIFEM’s creativity was nurtured and supported by the support of 
its constituency of women. In contrast, INSTRAW suffered from its lack of ac¬ 
cess to these networks. The Internet may help it overcome the obstacles to this 
key component of women’s way of working at the UN, and its recent mode of 
operation points in this direction. 

The Mother House: The CSW 

During the decade 1985-1995 several changes took place in the ways in which 
the UN system, especially its international activities as reflected in the General 
Assembly, committees, and conferences, interacted with the women’s constitu¬ 
ency. National mechanisms and specially women-focused agencies such as 
UNIFEM and INSTRAW as well as gender focal points in the various UN agen¬ 
cies actively followed their mandates to bring women into development ap¬ 
proaches and programs and the conferences. This enlargement of the official 
and international space of advocacy for women impinged on the role the CSW 
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had played earlier as the unique official structure for drawing attention to wom¬ 
en’s concerns and leadership within the UN. 

The worldwide women’s movement acquired a politically powerful identity 
at this time not only by participating in the UN world conferences but also by 
virtue of its increasing skills in dealing with UN procedures and agendas. Move¬ 
ment representatives learned the skills necessary to engage with the UN at each 
stage of the planning of conferences. They participated at the prepcoms, de¬ 
signed strategy, held caucus meetings, networked about the various agenda items 
being negotiated in the different committees, and worked as informed lobbyists 
at the conferences themselves. To some extent, the new strategy of working 
through conferences seems to have shifted or provided another conduit for 
influencing ideas, legal initiatives, structures, and policies, at both the interna¬ 
tional and national levels. 

Almost as a necessary outcome, the conduit that had been used in the first 
two decades, the CSW, began to decline in its role and capacity. The Interna¬ 
tional Women’s Decade had given it many new responsibilities without the fund¬ 
ing necessary to fulfill them. And with the birth of INSTRAW and UNIFEM, the 
instruments within the UN for implementing the platforms that emerged from 
the conferences became more diffuse, especially with regard to women and de¬ 
velopment. 

Several other factors converged to weaken the role of the CSW. As the na¬ 
tional mechanisms became stronger within the governments, governments sent 
their directors or chairpersons to represent them at the world spaces. These per¬ 
sons were typically bureaucrats from within the hierarchies of government who 
often had little political influence at home or with their country representatives 
at the UN. They could not wield the influence the early foremothers, who came 
to the CSW from strong social and political movements, had brought both to 
the UN and their own governments. In addition, the women’s movements had 
become so self-confident that even within countries there was no strong desire 
or effort, as there had been in the 1970s and 1980s, to integrate their agendas into 
the documents and reports that are prepared at the national level toward confer¬ 
ences and that are often conduits used at the conference or to influence national 
official delegations to the conferences. It was as if the one—the strength of the 
international women’s movement—had to weaken the earlier procedures. Aca¬ 
demics, activists, and members of the women’s movement ceased to be the people 
who went to the CSW. 

The CSW reached a low point in 1980, when it was suggested that the com¬ 
mission be abolished as part of a restructuring of ECOSOC. But a counterpro¬ 
posal gave the commission the central role in reviewing how well the Nairobi 
Plan of Action was implemented, and the Copenhagen conference recommended 
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that the commission be strengthened." This was the proposal that passed. But 
the controversy highlighted an important question: From what direction was 
change coming? From within the UN or from the external women’s movement 
groups? One thing was clear: the ways that women accessed power within the 
UN was changing. 

Amina Mama acknowledges that the UN has been a good vehicle for bringing 
feminist concerns to the international arena, but she worries that “UN femi¬ 
nism” has co-opted the more radical voices from the various women’s move¬ 
ments. She calls this the “bureaucratized version of feminism spawned by the 
United Nations” and feels that individuals who represent this kind of feminism 
are responsible for the “burgeoning development industry” that Africa has been 
“subjected to.” 100 

The institutional architecture for the advancement of women both at the UN 
and at the national official or governmental level is being reconsidered as the 
world moves out of 2005. The external or world-level landscape—political, eco¬ 
nomic, and social/cultural—has changed in the last ten years in particular, and 
certainly it has changed from the time the national and other focal points for 
women’s advancement were mandated in 1975. 

In 2004, an Expert Group Meeting on the Role of National Mechanisms in 
Promoting Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women was convened by 
the Division for the Advancement of Women in preparation for CSW meetings 
of March 2005. The report from this meeting says: 

While there have been many important achievements over the past decade, many 
constraints and challenges persist. A large number of those identified in 1995 still 
remain. Many national machineries still have very unclear mandates and are un¬ 
certain about their functions. They are sometimes caught between awareness of 
the need to work more constructively with gender mainstreaming and influence 
policy and programme development at national level, and the more concrete de¬ 
mands of local constituencies of women who would like to see the national ma¬ 
chinery play a more traditional role and implement projects. Many national ma¬ 
chineries lack the support from political leadership which would ensure that their 
roles and work was taken seriously and that there was real potential for developing 
collaboration with other parts of the government. In some cases, the political lead¬ 
ership leaves everything relating to women and gender equality to the national 
machinery, which works against gender mainstreaming. 101 

In section five of their report they continue: 

Transformations in geopolitics and in global and national systems of production 
and governance, as well as in society and culture that were already underway prior 
to the 1995 Beijing conference have intensified in the past decade. These have had 
important implications for gender relations and for the role, issue focus, relevance, 


134 


Women, Development, and the UN 


and impact of national mechanisms for gender equality. These changes stem from 
market liberalization and governance reforms as well as other processes including 
the HIV/AIDS pandemic, urbanisation, new forms of conflict, increased migra¬ 
tion, and new communication and other technologies. 102 

Following this analysis there was a call to restructure the roles and flexibility of 
these focal points. 

These statements about national mechanisms could as well apply to the insti¬ 
tutional architecture for women within the UN system. As the practice of having 
UN world conferences on women declines, and therefore the opportunities for 
global negotiations through the NGO conduits declines, it is the mother house, 
the CSW, that perhaps will be the space for the international negotiations once 
again. As there is an increase in the level and power of women’s participation in 
formal politics—and this phenomena was noticed at the recent expert group 
meeting—it is likely that delegates to the CSW will once again come from the 
movements, not the bureaucracies. The ground is shifting under the structures, 
and what will emerge is still unclear. The next phase of this story further affirms 
this reopening of new spaces—a challenge for the UN, the worldwide women’s 
movement, and development. 

The decade under review revealed many of the dilemmas and disjunctions of 
women’s history with the United Nations, including both the disjunction be¬ 
tween the increasing strength of women’s voice and the decline in the condition 
of women at the ground and the increasing spaces for women’s advocacy at the 
world body and doubts about the value of those spaces. While the work that was 
done in this decade was instrumental in making the UN world conference at 
Beijing in 1995 a path-breaking event in many ways, the events of the period also 
foreshadowed the dramatic changes that were about to emerge, both in global 
governance and in people’s responses to those changes. 
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Lessons from the UN’s Sixth Decade, 
1996-2005 


“The main thing of the powerless is to have a dream,” 
[Aunt Habiba] often told me while I was watching the stairs, 
so that she could embroider a fabulous one-winged green bird 
on the clandestine mrema she kept hidden in the darkest corner 
of her room. “True, a dream alone, without the bargaining 
power to go with it, does not transform the world or make the 
walls vanish, but it does help you keep a hold of dignity.” 

—Fatema Mernissi 1 


• Poverty and Inequality Strike the Globe 

• Beijing 

• Women within the UN 

• Full Circle: From “Gender” to “Women” 

• Thinking for the Future: The Way Forward? 

By the turn of the century, the harsh impact of structural adjustment poli¬ 
cies had greatly increased inequality around the globe. The convergence of mili¬ 
tarization, globalization, and conservatism has dealt a blow to the progress that 
was made at the UN on the social justice front and changed political config¬ 
urations in ways that have hampered its ability to respond to the crisis. These 
changes revealed the fragility of the gains made in the arenas of women’s rights 
and development policy and practice, especially in the period 1985-1995. The 
UN’s responses to the growing crisis, such as its advocacy of microcredit for 
poor women and the Millennium Development Goals, have been unable to ad¬ 
dress the root causes of poverty and its attendant problems. 

However, there has been progress in several areas. The gendering of various 
dimensions related to the theaters of war culminated in the now-famous Secu¬ 
rity Council resolution 1325 on women, peace, and security, which was a first 
for women. 2 There has also been a shift in the location of the energy of the 
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women’s movement from global to regional and national spaces. The momen¬ 
tum generated by the significant conferences and development of networks in 
the previous decade has continued at the national and even local levels. 

The period also ushered in the beginnings of what can be called the political 
maturing of the women’s movement. Because the worldwide women’s move¬ 
ment had established its political identity over the previous decades through its 
effective participation in world arenas, it has become possible for that move¬ 
ment to engage with other social and political movements with a strong sense of 
self. 

While the women’s movement has gained in strength and confidence, women 
at UN headquarters in New York, its Secretariat, where policy is set, ideas are 
generated, and data is gathered and analyzed, remain largely excluded from the 
corridors of power, despite some modest progress. Perhaps in response to their 
small numbers, women have adopted mainstreaming as a strategy to access re¬ 
sources at the world body. 

The way forward in the new political context is not clear. Yet this review of 
sixty years of history suggests some possible strategies and offers signs of hope 
from recent developments on the ground. Despite the challenges and disappoint¬ 
ments of recent years, women’s journey with the United Nations on develop¬ 
ment issues is by no means over. 

Poverty and Inequality Strike the Globe 

The reflections that emerged at the end of the millennium were accompanied 
by a number of studies and surveys by UN organizations and other sources. 
These studies continued the bad news of the previous decade: inequality was 
growing, poor people had even less access to economic markets, and gender par¬ 
ity was absent in governments. Traditional economics was unable to account for 
these changes. 

The harsh and unequal impact of poverty on women and men is affirmed in 
many sources. UNIFEM’s Progress of the World’s Women report for 2000 noted 
that although many obstacles to women’s employment had crumbled, women 
in Sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern Europe faced deteriorating economic condi¬ 
tions; many lived in nations facing increased indebtedness, which is often corre¬ 
lated with lower rates of schooling for girls, and household income inequality 
increased across a wide range of countries in both developed and developing 
nations. These trends suggest that “poor women have not enjoyed much of the 
fruits of any progress.” 3 

The Department of Economic and Social Affair’s World’s Women 2000 noted 
higher rates of unemployment for women than for men and a higher propor- 
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tion of women than men in the informal economy. The report found that women 
spend more time doing unpaid work and less time earning money for their la¬ 
bor than men. It suggested that “assets controlled by women have a more posi¬ 
tive and significant effect on expenditures for children, such as education and 
clothing, than those controlled by men.” 4 

UNESCO’s 2000 World Culture Report emphasized inequality of access to re¬ 
sources, political power, information, and the media. Such inequalities impact 
people’s capacity to make choices, which is the true capability to exercise rights. 
The report underscores the fact that women often experience unequal access 
because of barriers linked to or attributed to cultural practices. 5 

An FAO review concluded that rural women are primary victims of hunger 
and poverty despite the fact that they are crucial partners in combating these 
problems and achieving global food security. It concluded that “the most disad¬ 
vantaged population in the world today comprises rural women in developing 
countries, who have been the last to benefit—or [are] negatively affected by— 
prevailing economic growth and development processes. Gender bias and blind¬ 
ness persist; farmers are still generally perceived as ‘male’ by policy-makers, de¬ 
velopment planners and agricultural service deliverers.” 6 

But perhaps the most important survey on the topic of women and develop¬ 
ment during this period was the Division for the Advancement of Women’s 1999 
World Survey on the Role of Women in Development. It focused on the most ur¬ 
gent issues of the day: globalization, gender, and work. In contrast to much of 
development policy of this time, the survey focused on the central issue of em¬ 
ployment. This was a position women in developing countries supported. The 
survey focused on the changing nature of the labor markets and the feminiza¬ 
tion of labor, providing support to UN constituencies such as the ILO that were 
trying to understand ways to circumvent the harmful effects of globalization. Its 
strongest contribution, however, is the endorsement it gave to the findings of 
feminist economists around the world that macroeconomics is not gender neu¬ 
tral and has gender-asymmetric effects. Its recommendations advanced from a 
general concern for engendering macroeconomics to specific interventions in 
the design of international measures regarding trade policy and core labor stan¬ 
dards. It recommends the stabilization of capital flows and coordination of glo¬ 
bal economic demand as measures to protect and enhance the value of women’s 
labor. 7 

In 1993, the General Assembly passed a resolution on the “First United Na¬ 
tions Decade for the Eradication of Poverty” that recognized that “poverty is a 
complex and multi-dimensional problem with origins in both the national and 
international dimensions and that its eradication in all countries, in particular 
in developing countries, has become one of the priority development objectives 
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for the 1990s in order to promote sustainable development.” In 1996, the assem¬ 
bly resolved that 1997-2006 would be the First United Nations Decade for the 
Eradication of Poverty. 

Soon after the proclamation, the Commission on Human Rights appointed 
A.-M. Lizin as an independent expert on the question of extreme poverty and 
human rights. She submitted two reports, the first in 1999 and the second in 
2000. 8 Her reports make a strong case for linking rights to extreme poverty; they 
see extreme poverty as a violation of human rights: 

Poverty hits women especially hard and leads to serious violation of their rights. 
Extreme poverty is linked to prostitution and exploitation, both sexual and physi¬ 
cal, of young girls and women.... 

Deep poverty can exclude people from society, placing them in an illegal situa¬ 
tion in their own country. Such people perceive social service or police interven¬ 
tion as actions they cannot appeal, since justice is by and large out of their reach. 
Society should see the poor as people who are capable of thinking, reflecting and 
having something to say about poverty, the world and human rights. A better un¬ 
derstanding of poverty and better policies to eradicate it can be developed only by 
understanding the poor themselves and therefore by working in partnership with 
them. 9 

Her analysis of extreme poverty and its gendered aspects was forward looking, 
resonating with Sen’s analysis of capabilities and entitlements and the concept 
of human security, all ideas that have since taken center stage. 10 

The effects of extreme poverty on women were so severe that the WHO’s 
International Classification of Diseases gave it its own disease code: 

The “world’s most ruthless killer” is coded as Z59.5. It has meant widening gaps 
between rich and poor, between one population group and another, between age 
groups and between the sexes. It has caused more suffering to more people than 
anything else on earth. And it has got worse over the last ten years. Despite im¬ 
provements in education and health, for hundreds of millions of women, Z59.5 
has meant lives lived closer to the edge than before. Beneath the rhetoric of “post¬ 
feminism” and “equality between the sexes” lies another, more sinister, phenom¬ 
enon. 11 

In the face of such a lethal enemy, women in poverty zones crafted strategies 
to enable them and their families to survive. Gradually, the central role of wom¬ 
en in fighting poverty, not just experiencing it in cruel unequal ways, was rec¬ 
ognized. In 2000, the International Fund for Agricultural Development em¬ 
phasized in its Lending Policies and Criteria that “the group deserving more 
particular attention is poor rural women, who are the most significant suppliers 
of family labour and efficient managers of household food security.” 12 Several 
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challenges to current analysis and initiatives appeared as a response to the inter¬ 
est in poverty and especially women in poverty. For the UN, other development 
agencies, and member governments, microcredit and the informal economy took 
center stage in the economic domain. 13 Combating violence against women be¬ 
came the common agenda in the social sector domain. In the political domain, it 
could be suggested that women drew politics to themselves: empowerment, lead¬ 
ership, devolution of power in structures, and deepening democracy, became 
the lead themes. 

The UN’s Response: Microcredit for Poor Women 

From the early 1970s, women’s movements in a number of countries identified 
credit as a major constraint on women’s ability to earn an income. Since women 
did not own assets that could be used as collateral, banks were unwilling to pro¬ 
vide credit to them. Collective savings or thrift societies have long been a part of 
women’s traditions worldwide across culture and class. Groups and agencies that 
lobby for women and development began to take note of the Kautaha system in 
Tonga in the Pacific, 14 the Peruvian Kitchens, 15 and the informal credit funds of 
the market women of Ghana. 16 The culture of women became a resource that 
provided a solution; women formed groups to access group collateral and bank 
credit was provided. This economic tool took a great leap forward into visibility 
in this era. By the 1980s, microfinance institutions had emerged such as the 
Grameen Bank and Americans for Community Co-operation in Other Nations 
(ACCION) that specifically target impoverished people. By the 1990s, the evi¬ 
dence clearly showed that women had a higher rate of repayment than almost 
any other population. The growing influence of gender lobbies within donor 
agencies and NGOs led these institutions to place a greater emphasis on target¬ 
ing women in their microfinance programs. 

Microcredit for women was enthusiastically welcomed by the UN and women’s 
groups. It seemed to be a solution that would give women the resources they 
needed to build livelihoods. Yet studies soon demonstrated that even this solu¬ 
tion was tainted by patriarchal relations within the household . 17 

Microcredit for women dovetailed nicely with the UN’s new understanding 
of the importance of the informal economy. Policymakers had come to realize 
that both in terms of the total number of workers and in terms of the volume 
and value of the goods and services workers provided, the informal economy, 
where women predominated, was the core rather than the periphery of many 
national economies . 18 Microcredit became the way to place poor women on the 
“economic superhighway”—as if this one intervention could provide the good 
life for women living in poverty. This intervention was often used instead of 
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projects designed to create jobs or interventions that put social-welfare grants 
or social security provisions in place for women. This was a definite shift in 
policy; before globalization and the reemergence of the outwork system, the goals 
of the main interventions on behalf of workers in the informal economy were to 
protect their legal rights and use moral arguments as the basis for minimum 
wage legislation. 

Converting a traditional practice among women to a state- and bank-led pro¬ 
gram became high on the agenda of the UN agencies; health agendas or other 
human welfare elements were often added to these projects. This was a throw¬ 
back to the 1980s approach to women and development that stressed income gen¬ 
eration as the goal of development projects and added human development el¬ 
ements to that model. Microcredit as a poverty removal program fit neatly into 
the paradigm of financial self-sustainability that is currently dominant at most 
donor agencies and in the models of microfinance promoted in publications by 
the USAID, the World Bank, the UNDP, the World Bank’s Consultative Group to 
Assist the Poor, and the international NGO Microcredit Summit Campaign. 19 

The approach also fits into the privatization and nongrant approach to pov¬ 
erty removal, which stresses linking the poor to capital markets. This model as¬ 
sumes that increasing women’s access to microfinance services will in itself lead 
to individual economic empowerment, well-being, and social and political em¬ 
powerment. However, research and evaluations reveal that such assumptions 
need to be challenged. Anne Marie Goetz and Rina Sen Gupta show that in South 
Asia, a high proportion of individual loans targeted toward women are co-opted 
by men. Even where women do gain greater access to resources, they may do so 
at the expense of increases in their burden of labor, leaving them exhausted . 20 
Judith Bruce shows that men may reduce their levels of contribution to house¬ 
hold expenditure as women’s access to resources increases . 21 In other words, when 
women have access to and control over resources, they may not always be able to 
effectively mobilize these resources to support sustainable livelihoods. Women 
may feel compelled to invest resources, including their labor, in “family” busi¬ 
nesses or in their children, identifying their own interests with those of other 
household members and leaving themselves vulnerable in the event that their 
family breaks down. 

Despite these problems with the microcredit model, the momentum behind 
the idea, which was triggered by the realities of coping with the power of global¬ 
ization, led to a Micro-Credit Summit in 1997 as a culmination of a global move¬ 
ment. 

The very first of the UN’s Mihennium Development Goals is the eradication 
of extreme poverty. But challenging the disparities and inequalities at all lev- 
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Box 5.1. Microcredit as Salvation for Poor Women? 

In the 1990s, major lending institutions launched a global movement to 
extend microcredit to 100 million of the world’s poorest families, especially 
the women of those families, for self-employment and other financial and 
business services by the year 2005. 

The World Bank had already launched a Consultative Group to Assist 
the Poor with a $200 million microfinance fund in 1995. The UN Develop¬ 
ment Program said it would expand its services with a $31 million pro¬ 
gram, “MicroStart,” to be funded jointly with donor nations.The Inter-Ameri¬ 
can Development Bank said it would invest $400 million in microfinance 
over five years. The U.S. Agency for International Development allocated 
$120 million a year for microcredit in 1996 and 1997. And Hillary Rodham 
Clinton, the honorary co-chair of the 1997 Micro-Credit Summit, said that 
the president’s current budget would include $1 billion to be spent over five 
years on community development banking in the U.S. 

From a banker’s point of view, microcredit has been a success. Pio¬ 
neered by SEWA and the Grameen Bank, the strategy of making small 
loans to self-employed women has grown from the first loan of $1.50 to an 
herb seller to loans to over 3 million borrowers; 90 percent of the loans are 
repaid in full. From a development point of view, the picture is less clear. As 
WEDO points out, microcredit by itself cannot undo the larger structures 
that put women in poverty, and it cannot overcome the overpowering force 
of globalization on national economies. Nor does it undo gender-based 
discrimination that has been practiced for centuries. WEDO’s president, 
Bella Abzug, urged attendees at the summit to take further steps to em¬ 
power women seeking microcredit: “I ask you to back the borrower-knows- 
best principle and resist the temptation to think you know best.... I ask you 
to support women as owners, entrepreneurs, shareholders, board mem¬ 
bers and decision-makers on all levels—not target women or treat them as 
mere ‘beneficiaries.’” 

Source: “Micro-Credit Summit Convened for Macro-Changes in Poor Com¬ 
munities,” WEDO News&Views, June 1997, available online at http://www. 
wedo.org/news/June97/micro.htm. 
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els—global, national, and local—is not the central goal. The document took 
refuge behind the argument that the persistence of poverty, conflicts, and vio¬ 
lence and the concomitant throwbacks to conservatism and violations of hu¬ 
man rights were the reality on the ground and that governments and their “net¬ 
works,” namely the UN, were no longer at the helm of world affairs. 

Despite so much knowledge and analysis of the damage being caused at all 
levels and in all spheres—political, economic, and social—by growth-led devel¬ 
opment with strong doses of liberalization, the ruling paradigm, the order, could 
not be dislodged. The connection between knowledge, analysis, and action was 
not made—perhaps could not be made. The UN’s decision to choose poverty 
removal as a focus was like bandaging a wound after inflicting the injury, an 
approach that recalled the debates during the peak of the structural adjustment 
experience. At that time, in order to cope with the “strong medicine” adminis¬ 
tered to developing countries, safety nets were advised to pick up dislocated 
people, and “bad governance,” including human rights violations, was named as 
the reason the patient could not recover. No matter what the academic critique 
of structural adjustment was, no matter how cogent the analysis within the UN 
of national struggles under structural adjustment programs and their havoc- 
causing consequences, it could not be undone . 22 The modernization project could 
not be budged. 

Several analysts linked these trends to the neoliberal economic paradigm. 
Shahra Razavi, writing for the UN Research Institute for Social Development 
(UNRISD), suggests that “the consolidation of a market-led development model 
denies vast groups of women the opportunity to claim entitlements and achieve 
more secure livelihoods.” Macroeconomic decision-making remains “particu¬ 
larly resistant to feminist incursions.” One finding that emerged from the UNRISD 
research is “the tendency for women to be confined to the less lucrative seg¬ 
ments of the non-farm sector, in the form of survivalist strategies, which do not 
offer good long-term prospects .” 23 Economist Diane Elson pointed to the shrink¬ 
ing of public dialogue on macroeconomic policy. “Macro-economic policy is 
constructed in neoclassical economics as something beyond social dialogue and 
public debate.” She adds, “Technocratic calculation has become independent of 
democratic deliberation .” 24 

Beijing 

Many Voices Speak 

The Beijing World Conference on Women took place after fifteen years of 
structural adjustment had wreaked havoc in the lives of women around the world. 
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The trade liberalization policies of the Washington Consensus had taken their 
toll on the economies of many developing countries. The conference was an 
unusual combination of celebration of the success of the worldwide women’s 
movement and a rising undertone of protest about the economic damage women 
in both the North and the South were forced to cope with. 

After two decades of learning and growing, the women’s movement had 
reached a political maturity evident at Beijing in its ability to accommodate dif¬ 
ference, articulate clear goals and policies for national governments and the UN, 
and speak to the world about its agenda for change. With 6,000 delegates from 
member states, more than 4,000 representatives of accredited NGOs, and 30,000 
participants at the NGO Forum, it was the largest UN conference to date. 25 The 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action consolidated and expanded con¬ 
cepts of women’s human rights and “moved the global agenda for the advance¬ 
ment of women into the twenty-first century and beyond.” 26 UNIFEM’s director 
Noeleen Heyzer notes the professionalism and intense commitment of tens of 
thousands of women who participated in the preparatory committee meetings: 
“If you think about 50,000 who went to Beijing you could almost triple that 
number for the preparatory process. What was being generated was political 
will.” 27 

Beijing is well known for its inclusion of women’s NGOs, and the NGO Fo¬ 
rum was the largest ever. At the NGO space there was a vivid demonstration of 
the movement’s expertise, specialization, and capacity to disseminate and net¬ 
work that had become a feature of women’s gatherings. Publications, campaigns, 
demonstrations (both against and for issues) from regions as well as special in¬ 
terests kept the “camp” throbbing. It was a feast of knowledge and power. Women’s 
NGOs brought contributions that integrated macroeconomics, geopolitics, spiri¬ 
tual beliefs, and life experience. 

Delegates to the NGO Forum, Deborah Stienstra notes, felt that “after much 
of the lobbying around governmental texts had been done, non-governmental 
representatives still felt that more needed to be said about what their alternative 
vision of the world was.” 28 Anticipating that the formal conference document 
would not reflect their views, they had gathered a month before the conference 
to begin drafting their own declaration. They continued the process at the con¬ 
ference, and after three days of intensive consultation they delivered the NGO 
Beijing Declaration. 

The NGO declaration noted that “the globalization of the world’s so-called 
‘market economies’ is a root cause of the increasing feminization of poverty 
everywhere. This violates human rights and dignity, the integrity of our eco¬ 
systems and the environment, and poses serious threats to our health.” It called 
for cancellation of multilateral debt, sustainable and ecologically sound devel- 
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opment, recognition and implementation of the agendas of people’s movements, 
and expansion of the definition of intellectual property rights to make indig¬ 
enous women the primary beneficiaries of the commercial use of their knowl¬ 
edge. It asked governments to keep their commitments to measure women’s 
unwaged work and include it as a contribution to GDP in national accounts. It 
offered a South-based model of women and development: 

Dominant development models have been based upon the appropriation of re¬ 
sources from the South by the North and the transfer of ideas, technologies and 
methodologies from the North to the South. We must build upon alternative models 
that currently exist in both South and North, which are based on equality, mutual 
respect, true participation and accountability to all women. These models must be 
economically and socially equitable and environmentally sound. All development 
projects must take into account their effects on women, including the additional 
workload imposed on women by unsustainable and inappropriate technology. 29 

Many indigenous women contributed to this document, bringing a worldview 
that integrates spiritual belief and life practice. Melalini Trask, who was involved 
in the drafting of the NGO declaration, writes: “Women, all females, are a mani¬ 
festation of Mother Earth in human form. . . . The new world order, which is 
engineered by those who have abused and raped Mother Earth, colonized, mar¬ 
ginalized and discriminated against us, is being imposed on us viciously. This is 
re-colonization coming under the name of globalization and trade liberaliza¬ 
tion .” 30 Indigenous women see violence against women in a much larger frame 
than the individual rights-based frame of the Beijing Platform for Action. Victoria 
Tauli Corpuz, a convener of the Asian Indigenous Network, notes that “a key 
lesson from Beijing is that the struggle for women’s rights must be conducted in 
the context of fighting at the same time against the inequities between nations, 
classes and races .” 31 The women in the NGO Forum offered a sophisticated and 
nuanced understanding of women’s development while the larger conference 
was still in the stage of understanding and defining the problems. 

Women used other means to express their views. From day two of the confer¬ 
ence until the final day, a large group of NGOs led by Latin American women 
took over the central escalators in the conference center. They held placards that 
read “Justicia Economica Ya! ” [ “Economic Justice Now! ” ] and chanted “ Jus-tice! ” 
“Jus-tice !” 32 Virginia Vargas, the Latin American and Caribbean NGO coordina¬ 
tor for the NGO Forum, used most of the time allotted to her to stand before the 
governmental plenary in silence. The banner she unfurled spoke volumes: “Trans¬ 
parency—New Resources—Economic Justice .” 33 

Such views were taken into account at the conference, but not at the deep 
analytical level its articulators had hoped. Charlotte Bunch, Mallika Dutt, and 
Susana Fried note that “the Beijing Platform does acknowledge the negative 


Lessons from the UN’s Sixth Decade, 1996-2005 


145 


impact of structural adjustment policies and calls for recognition that women’s 
unwaged work constitutes a large percentage of national economies. But no ef¬ 
fort was made to address the causes of these problems and governments remain 
engaged in practices that perpetuate them.” 34 

In many ways, the Beijing conference was the culmination of a journey begun 
in 1975. It brought all the elements of the diversity that was increasingly repre¬ 
sented at the world venues, yet it represented the unity of women when they met 
the Other, namely the state and unjust regimes, including economic regimes. It 
also was the end of a process. It had developed an agenda that could stay with 
the nations and the movements for some time because it was so comprehensive. 
The momentum that was built up prior to the conference from countries and 
regions was so strong that it carried Beijing home. As with all celebrations of an 
apex, there can be no real repeat of that performance. Nor need there be, as the 
ways in which the worldwide women’s movement now needs to mobilize itself 
and participate in challenging new empires needs to change and is changing 
even as this book is being written. 

Changing Women’s Relationship to Power 

Throughout the preparatory process for Beijing, Gertrude Mongella, the sec¬ 
retary-general for the conference, spoke of the need to move from analysis to 
action. At the conference, a consensus was reached that enough is enough, that 
women had done enough speaking, enough offering of ideas on how to over¬ 
come the oppression of discrimination. There was an almost universal or pal¬ 
pable desire to be in power, to be in leadership, to change the terms of the rela¬ 
tionship with the great globe; the mode of operation shifted from one of stating 
demands and needs to one of seeking control over the decision-making process. 
There was optimism about this strategy, a belief that women would bring new 
values to public decision-making. A1991 UN expert group meeting on women 
and public life had concluded that women did in fact bring different values to 
the public arena, including a concern for justice and the ethical dimensions of 
politics, an awareness of the need for consensus, and a concern for future gen¬ 
erations. 35 

Since 1995, the proportion of women in sixteen countries has reached that 
benchmark of 30 percent or more that the UN has set as the critical mass where 
women can have an impact on policymaking. This is not insignificant; Amina 
Mama points out that numbers are extremely important when it comes to po¬ 
litical power: 

It has become clear that without further measures, the still modest increase in the 

number of women does not translate into qualitative changes in the institutions 
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themselves, or in the services they deliver. Nor is it proving enough to overcome 
the male domination of policy and decision-making. The numerical representa¬ 
tion remains at the stipulated target level, and over time is easily subverted, espe¬ 
cially in the absence of any definable women’s constituency. In multi-party sys¬ 
tems, women are divided across parties, and during elections, the vote is simply 
rigged to favour women who will uphold the interests of the competing parties, 
rather than pursuing gender interests. 36 

Women have just begun to enter the mainstream of formal decision-making; 
yet table 5.1 indicates that they are meeting with some success, albeit with re¬ 
gional differences. The proportion of women in legislatures and parliaments 
reached a high of 14.8 percent in 1988, only to drop to 11.7 percent in 1997, a 
figure the Division for the Advancement of Women noted was far too close to 
a situation in which “women are regarded at best as a ‘special-interest group’ 
rather than half of humankind.” 37 Now, in 2004, the worldwide figure is 15.6 
percent. 38 It would seem that women are slowly gaining ground in their quest 
for formal power. Yet only the Nordic region has reached the 30 percent consid¬ 
ered to be the threshold that moves women from a special-interest group into a 
political force to be reckoned with. 

Some governments have instituted affirmative action policies to bring women 
into formal politics as a response to Beijing. African nations are experimenting 
with gender quotas and minimum thresholds. In Uganda, for example, the pro- 


Table 5.1. Regional Averages of Women in World Parliaments, 
1994, 2000, 2004 


November 1994 1 

November 2000 2 

October 2004 3 

Nordic Countries 

35.9 

38.8 

39.7 

Americas 

12.5 

15.6 

18.6 

Europe 4 

11.5 

13.8 

16.4 

Asia 

13.2 

14.9 

15.1 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

10.8 

12.5 

14.4 

Pacific 

12.7 

13.6 

12.5 

Arab States 

3.6 

3.6 

6.9 


Notes: 1.10 November. 

2.15 November. 

3.30 October. 

4. Organisation for Security and Co-Operation in Europe member countries, excluding Nordic countries. 

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, “Women in International Parliaments," available at 
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm. 
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Box 5.2. The Critical Mass of 30 Percent 

The introduction of the concept of critical mass and the setting of the 
target level was a result of work by the Division for the Advancement 
of Women of the UN Secretariat. A number of scholars had begun to 
speak of the need to reach a “critical mass” of women in decision¬ 
making groups.... 

In the mid-1970s, an American feminist scholar did a study of the 
incidence of women in business, looking for sex-based differences. 
She reviewed studies of the behavior of minorities in task-oriented 
groups to find out what level of participation was necessary for the 
minority members to function effectively as a group to press their in¬ 
terests. The scholar estimated that when the proportion of minority 
members reached about 30 percent, they were able to influence deci¬ 
sion-making by pressing their own interests. At levels lower than that, 
if the minority members were to be effective, they had to act more like 
those of the majority. If they were not successful using this approach, 
they were reduced to the status of ineffective dissenters. 

The argument was that the critical mass phenomenon could apply 
to politics as well. The concept of critical mass, however, circulated 
only in feminist scholarly circles. It was not part of the debate at either 
national or international levels in terms of public policy. It fell to the UN 
Secretariat’s DAW to bring the information into the policy debate. In 
the UN’s statistical publications on advancement of women, the norm 
of 30 percent was used as an indicator of progress, including in The 
World’s Women: Trends and Statistics and its 1995 update. 

Source: John Mathiason, “UN Secretariat: The Gatekeepers of Ideas,” in 
Beijing! UN Fourth World Conference on Women, 196-198. 


portion of women members of parliament has increased from 18 percent in 1993 
to 25 percent in 2003 and women are taking up leadership roles at the national 
and regional levels. 39 The experience of Central and Eastern European countries 
after transition to market systems suggest that affirmative action may be a cru¬ 
cial component of women’s access to political power. Before transition, these 
countries had quotas for many categories of representation, including gender. 
The quotas did not survive the transition, and women’s participation in legis¬ 
latures dropped from 22 percent in 1987 to 6.5 percent in 1993. 40 
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In a number of countries, there is a trend to devolve government into locally 
elected agencies, creating new opportunities for women to enter formal political 
spaces. For example, a study of India’s decentralization of development admin¬ 
istration, ushered in with the 73rd and 74th amendments to the Constitution in 
1993, found that political restructuring led to deepening of representation. 41 Posi¬ 
tive discrimination, or affirmative action, resulted in 3 million men and women 
coming into elected local governance overnight, of whom one million were 
women and another half a million were members of social categories who have 
been historically subjected to caste and other forms of domination. The prox¬ 
imity of elected government gave a strong handle to excluded groups to partici¬ 
pate and hold the state accountable. It also brought them into formal avenues of 
power. The value of local councils was flagged much earlier in various countries 
where localization of government had begun prior to 1995: China (1949), the 
Philippines (1991), and Bangladesh (1959). 42 

At Beijing, the link was made between mainstream politics and the content of 
economic policy. Participants recognized that if economics has gone wrong and 
fitted itself in favor of the rich, it was because of too little, rather than too much, 
politics. The long journey of the women’s movement and analysis of past strat¬ 
egies led to a goal that women must occupy at least one-third of formal political 
spaces. It could be argued that carrying forward this idea was both an example 
of bringing national experience to international agendas and a furthering of 
ideas that had long been nurtured and put forward by the women’s movement. 43 
The Inter-Parliamentary Union, which emphasizes the importance of account¬ 
ability, a feature of elected governments and democratic processes, was a strong 
presence at the conference. It emphasized the need to reconsider the power of 
technocratic decision-making, as different from political decision-making. 

Women within the UN 

A Chilly Climate 

While women on the outside were transitioning into the quest for formal 
power, women within the UN struggled to move into decision-making roles 
within the world body. The issue of gender equity in the UN’s promotion prac¬ 
tices has been a topic on the agenda for decades. In 1974, the General Assembly 
set the goal of achieving an “equitable balance” of men and women within the 
UN by 1980. In 1985, the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies set 2000 as the year 
when there would be “participation of women on equal terms” at the UN. 44 Re¬ 
form seems always just around the corner. Yet in 1993, legal scholar Hilary 
Charlesworth wrote about the “almost perfect absence of women from senior 
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Box 5.3.The Inter-Parliamentary Union Promotes 
Women’s Political Power 

A key international organization that is working to bring more women 
into political power is the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), which houses 
the Meeting of Women MPs. Nineteen percent of its members are wom¬ 
en parliamentarians. The IPU has adopted the strategy of mainstreaming 
women’s issues; thus women members enjoy both their own separate space 
and the institutionalization of women’s issues. The union’s Programme for 
Partnership Between Men and Women provides assistance to new de¬ 
mocracies to ensure that women play a role in creating the political institu¬ 
tions of their countries. 

In 1995, the IPU drafted a “Plan of Action to Correct Present Imbal¬ 
ances in the Participation of Men and Women in Political Life” as its contri¬ 
bution to the Beijing conference. The Plan of Action talks about two inter¬ 
woven concepts: parity—the idea that persons of one or the other sex are 
different but equal, and partnership—the idea that a “creative synergy” 
can be crafted between men and women to tackle community problems. 

The IPU conducts studies for the UN on the proportion of women in 
politics worldwide, and it holds seminars and symposiums to discuss ways 
of changing the imbalance of women in political positions. Women partici¬ 
pate in the IPU at all levels, and the organization feels that if they were 
absent, it would undermine its credibility and legitimacy. However, the IPU 
recognizes that a great deal needs to be done to bring women into political 
power. In 1945, women were 3 percent of parliamentarians worldwide; in 
2000, that number had grown to 13 percent. Change is happening, but 
much more needs to be done. 

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, “Women’s Movement at the IPU: 1945- 
2000,” available from the IPU, Geneva, Switzerland. 


levels of decision-making within the United Nations.” Efforts to change this situ¬ 
ation have proceeded over the decades, but the rate of progress has been glacial, 
as Charlesworth puts it. Women did not advance to the level of under-secretary- 
general until the late 1980s, and the percentage of women at that level has not 
increased in over a decade. Although the percentage of women in middle man¬ 
agement positions has slowly increased over the years, the number is still far 
from the 50 percent that would represent gender equity (see table 5.2). 45 
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Table 5.2. Women in the Secretariat of the United Nations, 1950,1976, 
1985,1995, and 2004 (by number and percent total grade) 



1950 

1976 

1985 

1995 

2004 

n 

% 

n 

% 

n 

% 

n 

% 

n 

% 

USG 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

2 

10.0 

6 

26.0 

ASG 

9 

50.0 

1 

5.0 

4 

13.3 

2 

14.3 

8 

38.0 

D-2 

1 

6.6 

2 

2.5 

3 

3.3 

14 

19.4 

22 

30.0 1 

D-1 

0 

0.0 

9 

4.5 

22 

8.5 

39 

17.2 

89 

41.0 

P-5 

10 

3.9 

47 

9.7 

43 

7.5 

136 

28.3 

161 

34.0 

P-4 

85 

14.7 

130 

14.4 

166 

20.1 

234 

33.7 

298 

41.0 

P-3 

226 

42.9 

248 

24.7 

260 

32.1 

250 

39.7 

319 

49.0 

P-2 

NA 

NA 

213 

34.5 

199 

43.9 

180 

47.6 

184 

51.0 

P-1 

NA 

NA 

49 

48.0 

14 

54.3 

0 

0.0 

- 

- 


Notes: P-1 and P-2 are entry-level grades; P-3 and P-4 are journeyman grades; P-5 and D-1 correspond to middle 
management; D-2 corresponds to senior management. ASG is assistant secretary-general; USG is under- 
secretary-general. 

1. In recent years, the Secretariat has experienced what some call “grade creep,” such that D-1 professionals 
now function largely in the same decision-making roles as ASGs. 

Sources: Report of the Secretary-General to the CSW on the Participation of Women in the Work of the United 
Nations, ECOSOC document E/CN.6/132,16 March 1950, in The United Nations and the Advancement of 
Women, 137; Szalai and Croke, “Women on the Professional Staff and at Decision-Making Levels of the United 
Nations System: 1971-1976," 2:29; Report of the Secretary-General on Improvement of the Status of Women in 
the Secretariat, GA document A/C.5/40/30, 8 November 1985; Report of the Secretary-General to the General 
Assembly on Improvement of the Status of Women in the Secretariat, GA document A/50/691,27 October 1995, 
in The United Nations and the Advancement of Women, 736; Improvement of the Status of Women in the United 
Nations System: A Verbal Report in Response to General Assembly Resolution 59/164 of 20 December 2004, Item 
3(A) of the Provisional Agenda, CSW, Forty-Ninth Session, 28 February-11 March 2005. 


The slow pace of change may be explained by three aspects of the UN bu¬ 
reaucracy. First, member states nominate candidates for secretariat posts. Infor¬ 
mal networks of support from which women are often excluded operate to nomi¬ 
nate men; in 1993, forty-nine states failed to nominate women to posts. This may 
be due in part to the small numbers of women in levels of government that 
would prepare them for such positions, but regional differences may play a part 
as well. Member states in Africa, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe were far 
less likely to appoint women than states from other regions. 46 

Second, the principle of equitable geographical distribution—the idea that 
secretariat posts should be filled with representatives from member states based 
on the size of overall membership at the UN, assessed contributions of member 
states, and population of member states—sometimes works against women can¬ 
didates. A highly qualified woman from a member state that is oversubscribed 
according to the UN’s complex calculus for geographical distribution will prob- 
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ably lose out to a male candidate from a member state that is undersubscribed. 47 
In 1992, Suzan Habachy, focal point for women in the Secretariat, noted that 
some member states preferred to forgo filling a post if it was attached to the 
requirement that they nominate a woman: “If there must be a woman, a country 
risks not having anyone in the Secretariat ,” 48 

Finally, UN reform agendas sometimes work against advancement of women. 
The Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies recommended that governments ap¬ 
point more women as diplomats and to decision-making posts within the United 
Nations system; 159 governments agreed to these goals. Yet one year later, the 
UN initiated a reform package designed to cut costs in the face of pressure to 
downsize its overall budget from the United States. Hiring freezes in upper-level 
positions ensued, and women’s opportunities for advancement decreased. Mar¬ 
garet Galey points out that the goals of these two reform efforts were in some 
sense incompatible: the UN reform effort was motivated by efficiency and cost¬ 
cutting, while the goals of the Forward-Looking Strategies were shaped by a de¬ 
sire for equity and justice. 49 

Yet these structural factors do not fully explain the chilly climate for women 
at the UN. Over the decades, women have shared stories of discrimination and 
patronization that sound remarkably consistent. Claire de Hedervary, who worked 
in the Secretariat in the 1960s and 1970s, remarked in the early 1980s that “the 
ingenuity of men [at the UN] in finding excuses for not recruiting and promot¬ 
ing women is truly impressive and is not unlike that of a child who can give a 
hundred reasons for not eating spinach.” 50 Margaret Snyder, director of UNIFEM 
in the 1980s and early 1990s, recalls a meeting with a UNDP official in which she 
explained to him the conceptual framework UNIFEM had arrived at to help it 
make decisions about which projects to fund. The official responded, “But Ms. 
Snyder, you’re not supposed to conceptualize.” 51 After her retirement, a former 
under-secretary-general revealed how hostile he had been toward the establish¬ 
ment of UNIFEM as a permanent fund. 52 And Kristen Timothy writes about the 
sexual harassment women at the UN have been subjected to. There was no insti¬ 
tutional mechanism for filing a sexual harassment grievance at the UN until 
1992. 53 

Mainstreaming 

The consensus at Beijing that women must claim formal power to directly 
shape public policy led to a new strategy and idea called mainstreaming gender. 
ECOSOC offered a definition of mainstreaming in 1997, describing it as 

the process of assessing the implication for women and men of any planned ac¬ 
tion, including legislation, policies or programs, in any area and at all levels. It is a 
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strategy for making the concerns and experiences of women as well as of men an 
integral part of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of poli¬ 
cies and programs in all political, economic and societal spheres, so that women 
and men benefit equally, and inequality is not perpetuated . 54 

Mainstreaming has many meanings, but all revolve around the idea that wom¬ 
en’s contributions, ideas, and knowledge should enter into decision-making and 
policymaking. It can mean embedding gender concerns in a program or making 
women’s concerns visible in public debates. It is seen as a method of linking 
women to the bigger, better-resourced, and more powerful arenas of thought 
and action. 

The mainstreaming project became the new idea at the UN. It has been taken 
on board by the UNDP, UNIFEM, the FAO, the Division for the Advancement of 
Women, and many other UN entities. This is in part a measure of the political 
capital women have built up over the decades through the international confer¬ 
ences; when the consensus at Beijing was that mainstreaming was the necessary 
departure, the UN listened. 55 

Yet even in the earliest days of mainstreaming some warning flags were raised. 
Shahra Razavi and Carol Miller at UNRISD noted in 1995 that mainstreaming 
was much more than a new rhetoric; it required substantial commitments of 
human resources from staff with expertise on gender issues and much time for 
training—changing the mindset of the individuals that comprise an entire insti¬ 
tution requires more than one training seminar. As one donor agency noted, “A 
few days of training is barely a beginning for an officer who wishes to become 
competent in gender analysis.” 56 But after an extensive study of three UN bod¬ 
ies—the ILO, the UNDP, and the World Bank—Razavi and Miller concluded 
that very little work on women in development was taking place “beyond the 
small circle of staff directly responsible for WID/gender work.” They asked how 
far limited WID resources should be spread across an organization—“Where 
should the balance lie between diffusing responsibility and strengthening exist¬ 
ing WID capacity?”—noting that mainstreaming had increased staff awareness 
of gender issues at the expense of strengthening in-house WID/gender exper¬ 
tise. 57 

Another question that might be asked is what tangible resources the main- 
streaming strategy is able to claim. Since mainstreaming has taken hold of al¬ 
most every UN agency, program, or fund, it has been extremely difficult to fol¬ 
low the money designated for women. Funds are folded into every project and 
budget—they are mainstreamed—such that no one at the UN really knows how 
much money is being dedicated to women’s work at the world body. A recent 
study by outside experts is tracing funds through the UN’s byzantine account¬ 
ing system to yield answers to such questions. 58 
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At the turn of the century, at the special session of the UN General Assembly 
also called Beijing +5, the debate seemed to suggest both disappointment that 
the mainstream structures still needed pressure to take notice of women and 
their concerns and some fatigue as well as anger at having to maintain a separate 
identity after so much energy had been expended, collective lobbying had been 
done, knowledge had been uncovered to show the value of understanding 
women’s “difference.” 

Given the small proportion of women at the UN in posts that carry the status 
and weight of expertise necessary to influence policy or even gain respect from 
colleagues in training sessions, it is unlikely that the UN’s strategy of using women 
as experts in gender analysis will yield the transformation of consciousness at 
the world body necessary to ensure that all policy—development or otherwise— 
is scrutinized to ensure that differential impacts on women are understood and 
accounted for. 

Encountering the Wall 

Despite the valuable intellectual contributions women brought to develop¬ 
ment thought at the UN and strong efforts by the Division for the Advancement 
of Women and the Office of the Special Advisor on Gender Issues to promote 
gender equality, women remain a largely marginalized group within the world 
body—a ghetto. A 2000 report of the UN’s Inter-Agency Committee on Women 
and Gender Equality (IACWGE) concluded that little attention is paid to gender 
equality concerns in the program budget process at the world body, although 
the ILO is seen as an example of good practice. 59 After studying twenty-seven 
UN entities, the report pointed to a failure to integrate gender fully into all mecha¬ 
nisms, a lack of data disaggregated by sex, and a lack of willingness to see the 
relevance of gender dimensions to poverty. It also noted that while many UN 
agencies had included planning and budgets for gender mainstreaming, such 
efforts had not been successful, largely due to a lack of understanding of what 
terms such as “gender mainstreaming” and “gender equity” mean in practice. 60 

The main conclusion of a Division for the Advancement of Women assess¬ 
ment of the system-wide medium-term plan for the period 1996-2001 was that 
while considerable progress had been made (particularly in the twelve critical 
areas of the Beijing Platform for Action) and policy commitments had been 
achieved, obstacles to progress remain, including the absence of strategic plan¬ 
ning and channels of communication, lack of consistent commitment and com¬ 
pliance with the gender mainstreaming strategy, uneven understanding of gen¬ 
der as a concept and of the implications of gender factors, and lack of willingness 
to see relevance of gender dimensions to issues such as poverty and AIDS. 61 


154 


Women, Development, and the UN 


Policymaking Success 

Despite their struggles in other areas of encounter with the UN, women have 
enjoyed remarkable success in the areas of peace and treatment of women in 
wartime. During this decade a number of issues relating to women in wartime 
emerged as areas of concern: rape of women as a weapon, the woman’s body as 
a site of war, and the special needs of women refugees, many of whom care for 
children. The value of this “gendering” of war zones becomes clear when it is 
placed against the fact that wars, armed conflicts, the production and sale of 
small arms and other weapons, and military expenditures boomed in this pe¬ 
riod. 

Women achieved some notable victories in the war zone. For example, after 
the conflict in Rwanda and Burundi, the UN set up the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda in Arusha, Tanzania, to try the war crimes in 1994. This 
tribunal broke many barriers and boundaries in the legal framework for deal¬ 
ing with war crimes; it took into account and responded to the gendered aspects 
of conflict such as rape and set the standard for offering judicial services to those 
afflicted and the knowledge base about what was happening and why to women 
in conflict zones. 62 In a related development, the advocacy groups established 
for the International Criminal Court at its birth in 1998 included more women 
and more-advanced concepts of justice. 63 

The ad hoc International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, es¬ 
tablished in 1992, is another example of operational success in mainstreaming 
women’s rights. But the tribunals continued to compile a mixed record on inves¬ 
tigations and prosecutions of crimes of sexual violence that occurred in the pe¬ 
riod to which they relate. It was only in February 2001 that the ICTY issued a 
landmark verdict for rape, torture, and sexual enslavement, holding that rape 
and enslavement rose to the level of crimes against humanity in the Bosnian 
town of Foca. 

The landmark Akayesu verdict of 1998 was the first and only case as yet in 
which rape was held to be an act of genocide. The ICTR has pronounced several 
more indictments for rape. In some cases, however, the rape count was added 
only belatedly, typically when witnesses alluded to rape and sexual violence while 
testifying in court, raising serious questions about the competence of those in 
charge of investigations and their capacity to draft indictments. 64 

But the landmark achievement of the decade for women peace workers, reso¬ 
lution 1325, came about through the efforts of UNIFEM. It could be suggested 
that this resolution set things right. For the first time, gender was included in the 
deliberations of the Security Council. The resolution legally requires member 
states to take up a large number of initiatives to increase participation of women 
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at all levels and stages of the peacemaking process. With this resolution, the Se¬ 
curity Council moved from a “gender-neutral” body to one that is committed to 
work for women’s involvement at all levels of conflict prevention and peace¬ 
keeping. These include involving women’s NGOs and women in official roles in 
negotiations to make peace and the implementation of peacebuilding, a recog¬ 
nition of the fact that women clearly have the capacity to participate in and 
direct these activities. 65 

As always, the victory is not fully satisfactory—for example, the resolution 
does not set any quotas for the number of women and there are no fixed time 
schedules. Some areas are rather ambiguous; it is not clearly spelled out how 
“gender perspectives” will actually be incorporated into field operations. How¬ 
ever, it notes that effective monitoring and evaluation (by NGOs, UN agencies, 
and governments) is critical for the implementation of its recommendations— 
a recognition of women’s work in creating a coalition of NGOs, headed by Inter¬ 
national Alert, that has launched an international campaign to promote women’s 
participation in peacebuilding. 

Gender Peace Audits have been launched as a way to bridge this gap between 
policy and practice and to ensure that resolution 1325 can be used as a tool to 
support the peacebuilding activities of women. Local organizations will play an 
important role to see if “the peacebuilding and security programmes are gen¬ 
der-sensitive and responsive to women’s needs.” Georgia (South Caucasus), Ni¬ 
geria (West Africa), and Nepal (South Asia) were chosen for the first phase of the 
Gender Peace Audit. 66 

Resolution 1325 also specified that a study be carried out on the impact of 
armed conflict on women and girls, the role of women in peacebuilding, and the 
gender dimensions of the peace processes and conflict resolution. This study 
was under way in March 2002. To complement this process, UNIFEM appointed 
two independent experts, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Elisabeth Rehn, in August 
2002 to do a field-based assessment on the impact of armed conflict on women 
and women’s role in peacebuilding. Their principal findings and recommenda¬ 
tions echo concerns that in areas of prevention, formal negotiations, peace op¬ 
erations, and disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR), women 
are still excluded and that “a gender perspective is not sufficiently incorporated.” 67 
It is also disturbing to note that codes of conduct were at times violated by peace¬ 
keepers and other humanitarian personnel. While progress is being made, it is 
necessary to broaden the focus and reexamine the issue of security. UN veteran 
Margaret Anstee says that because of the close relationship between develop¬ 
ment and security, the latter “is much more than a military or purely physical 
concept. Security embraces the whole question of the basic welfare of human 
beings. Nobody can be considered to have security if they don’t have enough to 
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eat, or they don’t have access to basic needs.” 68 The Canadian International De¬ 
velopment Agency notes that it is necessary for women to move from analysis 
and creating methodological tools to political leadership: “investments in advo¬ 
cacy and resources are required to act on what has been learned and to use the 
tools that are increasingly available.” 69 

In the midst of this highly conflict- and war-ridden landscape, violence against 
women (VAW) emerged as an all-too-vivid phenomena that cut across all na¬ 
tions, classes, and cultures and thus offered a focus around which women could 
mobilize across differences and multiple identities. Information was pouring in 
that from theaters of war to the home, women were experiencing physical and 
psychological injury in rapidly growing numbers. 

Initially the discussions about violence against women, even at the CSW, were 
framed in terms of domestic violence and violence involving specific categories 
of women, such as women detainees and refugee women. It was viewed as a 
private matter between individuals that the state or international effort could do 
little about. The concerted efforts of the women’s movement and the Nairobi 
Forward-Looking Strategies changed this perception; they pointed out that vio¬ 
lence against women “exists in various forms in everyday life in all societies” and 
urged governments to take measures against such violence. 70 Women broadened 
the definition of violence against women to include the sale of girls, trafficking 
in women, and sex-selective abortion to eliminate the female fetus. VAW be¬ 
came a unifying platform for women’s advocacy and action around the world. 

The regions held conferences on VAW in preparation for Beijing +5. For ex¬ 
ample, the Southern African Development Community had a regional confer¬ 
ence on VAW in 1998 attended by the chief justices of countries of the region and 
researchers, activists, and officials. One of the conclusions was that the only agen¬ 
cies that were really dealing with victims of violence were women’s organiza¬ 
tions, yet they received very little support from the state. 71 A widespread com¬ 
mitment emerged to address and overpower this specific violation; participants 
included UNIFEM, the CSW, the South Asian Association for Regional Coop¬ 
eration, and domestic and international research agencies (for example, the 
International Centre for Research on Women). 72 This was one of the best ex¬ 
amples of women’s mobilization around a UN issue since the first UN confer¬ 
ence on women in 1975, which provided a framework for advancement of this 
concern. 73 

Thus, whether it was in the economic domain, as in poverty, or in the social 
domain, as in trafficking in women or violence against women, the link with 
human rights, the understanding that all these were violations of basic human 
rights was understood and adopted as a priority on the women’s agenda, both 
outside and inside the UN system. These linkages have entered mainstream 
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thought at the UN; in its Millennium Report, it says “the cycle of violence begins 
with cultures that glorify violence and warrior virtues, and may be manifest in 
domestic violence.” 74 Conflict has been linked to economics, both in terms of 
control over scarce or crucial resources and in terms of disparities in access to 
economic benefits of development. Although the issue of violence against women 
does not directly confront economic inequality at local and international levels, 
it is an issue on which some consensus can emerge when it is placed in a broader 
frame; women have always bonded across all divisions for the cause of peace. 

Full Circle: From “Gender” to “Women” 

Many movements within countries and the worldwide women’s movement 
started with the use of the term “women” as the form of identity for its political 
endeavors, moving to “gender” as a necessary analytical tool for understanding 
inequality, discrimination, and subordination. 

By the Beijing conference, a unified political will and greater fragmentation 
had simultaneously emerged within the movement. Multiple identities, diver¬ 
sity, and questions of difference had overwritten the earlier simplistic identity of 
“woman” or “the feminine.” 75 The concept of gender, which played a valuable 
role in showing that the analysis of female subordination within various realms 
of the development experience was complex, was distracting or muting the po¬ 
litical identity of “woman.” Feminist thought had not produced an alternative 
definition; by the 1990s many feminisms had developed. The feminist ethic of 
emphasizing participation and democracy, inclusion, and multiple identities 
offered a space for such flowering but the setback of the emergence of a strong 
right-wing presence at the Beijing +5 conferences added to concern about the 
loss of a political identity. 76 

Some argued that gender as a term and an analytical tool had played a sig¬ 
nificant role, but the time had come to revert to the identity “woman” and re¬ 
claim its politics. While affirmation of diversity was the trend, there was also 
concern that a unifying thread needs to be used to keep the momentum of a 
global actor. Many UN agencies were eliciting suggestions for pegs on which 
some form of solidarity in the international women’s movement could be hung. 

Vanessa Griffen, coordinator of the gender program at the UN Asia Pacific 
Development Centre, warned that gender as a category of analysis could lead to 
strategies that were too conciliatory to males in power: 

The shift from tackling women’s oppression under patriarchy (i.e. feminism) to a 
focus on gender equality as a development issue (i.e. gender mainstreaming and 
gender sensitivity) has been a cause of concern for some feminists because it has 
de-politicized the struggle for women’s rights. Others argue that gender main- 
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streaming now in fact merely returns to the WID approach of “add women and 
stir.” The question is whether “gender” is diverting the feminist agenda, which es¬ 
sentially is to resist women’s subordination and patriarchal institutions. By focus¬ 
ing on gender concepts of equality, some perceive a move away from women’s 
resistance to patriarchy and away from feminist concepts of transformation of 
social institutions to ensure women’s rights and empowerment . 77 

Now the movement seems to be considering returning to “woman” or “femi¬ 
nine.” In 1997, Sally Baden and Anne Marie Goetz wrote 

It is hard to find space in contemporary feminist theory for the genuine sense of 
connection as women of which so many women spoke in Huairou and Beijing, yet 
it seems dishonest not to bear testimony to the palpable sense of commonality in 
spite of great differences.... If we still find meaning in shared biology only be¬ 
cause the world continues to behave and treat women as though this is their pri¬ 
mary defining characteristic, this does not erase its meaningfulness as a point of 
connection among women . 78 

An expression of this full circle is the fact that the most unified visible theme on 
the international agenda agreed between international agencies and national 
agencies—be it the UN, the World Bank, the Commonwealth, or the national 
and regional women’s networks—is violence against women. 

It could be suggested that this became the focus both of UN events and agen¬ 
cies, a universally unifying issue, because it crosses all barriers of class, location, 
race, and other dividing characteristics. But it calls attention again to women’s 
bodies, which ultimately become the core substance of identity. Therefore, in 
one sense, the choice of this pole represents the cycle of a shift from showing 
difference between men and women to showing difference and diversity among 
women to embracing gender—a social construct—now moving forward to the 
woman identity, the old word “woman” with which the movement started. 

Thinking for the Future: The Way Forward? 

By the turn of the new century, ground had shifted for each of the three groups 
in this book—the worldwide women’s movement, the UN, and development 
thinkers and policymakers. The women’s movement had gone from its first in¬ 
toxicating coalescence in the mid-1970s through a period of learning to appreci¬ 
ate and value difference in the 1980s to an explosion of new identities—as work¬ 
ers, as women, as thinkers, as activists—by the 1990s. The growing pains of the 
movement had yielded valuable new insights about the valuation of women and 
their work and ways to use this knowledge to craft new models of development. 
The locus of creativity and new thought about development had shifted from 
North to South. The UN had often been a willing partner in the new intellectual 
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explorations, incorporating women’s knowledge and expertise into its survey 
methodology, its measurement tools, and its policymaking. Yet as deeply as some 
UN structures absorbed these new ideas, they did not permeate the conscious¬ 
ness of the world body. Despite great leaps forward in intellection about devel¬ 
opment that moved women from the periphery to the center, that began to see 
them as the holders of solutions to global problems, the poverty of the world’s 
women increased and intensified. It seems the time has come to take a step back 
and ask some larger questions about why this is so. 

Two clear lines of women’s ideation have emerged or revealed themselves. 
One is the provisioning of knowledge, both in content and in source. This con¬ 
tribution included new methods of knowledge creation, a resistance to boxing 
or ironcladding ideas into unbudgeable theories. This knowledge emerges from 
lived experience and learning and building from the ground—local thinking. 
The other thread is method, which in some ways is also part of the creation of 
knowledge, namely women’s strategizing, uniting across traditional differences 
in order to assert their collective political will, using their own spaces or the 
place of one’s own to develop the strength of unity, even if temporarily, as well as 
expanding and transforming the spaces that were set up by the UN or develop¬ 
ment discourse. Women have managed these two pathways, balancing on stilts, 
an art they are still practicing after sixty years. 

Another revelation is that over the past sixty years, two trajectories relative to 
women and development indicating oppositional trends have emerged. The first 
trajectory is the emergence of a strong political presence in the global scene of 
the worldwide women’s movement. There is now a widespread consciousness of 
the necessity of engaging in gendered analysis that recognizes both difference 
and inequality and its implications for development design. The other trajec¬ 
tory reveals that the situation on the ground for many women, especially those 
living in poverty and in conflict-ridden situations, seems to have worsened, de¬ 
spite the fact that it has been addressed specifically by both the UN and develop¬ 
ment thought. 

The question that arises then is why does this disjunction exist after sixty years 
of what appears to be a vibrant and ostensibly effective partnership between the 
UN and the women’s movement? How much of the oppositional trajectories 
can be attributed to the external atmospherics of global power politics and its 
attendant economics? How much can be attributed to other factors, such as the 
style of functioning and priorities of the worldwide women’s movement or its 
experience of the gendered institutional architecture in both the UNs, the UN as 
secretariat and the UN as states? What are the spaces, the ideas, and the issues 
that can mobilize these agencies? What can bring into reality the old/new man¬ 
dates of the UN and of development to remove poverty, inequality, and injustice? 
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The very beginning of women’s quest was for equality or for overpowering, if 
not effacing, inequality. The strategy of leveling the playing fields by bringing in 
laws, introducing the power of rights, and finding ways to move women out of 
what looked like disadvantaged positions seemed all right for several decades. 
But it was clearly not enough. There was deep, widespread, unimaginable, and 
invisible discrimination. The women’s movement responded to this by making 
inequality visible and by crafting the most comprehensive and brilliant conven¬ 
tion to move society and the state to weed it out. But that did not take care of the 
ignorance and invisibility of women’s value as citizens, workers, providers who 
are equal if not even richer in value than men. So the movement generated new 
knowledge to show the role of women in development—again with the expecta¬ 
tion that revealing truth would lead to women’s equality with men. But that 
strategy still disabled them because they had no voice in the determination of 
their lives and its road map. Thus, the notion of equal participation, of equal 
power, of leadership was worked into the notions of ways to redress inequality. 
So the unpeeling of the layers of inequality goes on, and it is a blot on the 
humanscape that inequality is now on the increase across all divides. 

The United Nations 

The United Nations is widely seen as the institution that embodies the collec¬ 
tive conscience of the world. It remains the only forum in which a global women’s 
movement might engage governments in relation to agendas in which they are 
heavily invested. 79 Yet the United Nations and its agencies and programs are fac¬ 
ing a threat that is not only financial but political. The power landscape is changing 
drastically in many parts of the world, and many countries are struggling to 
safeguard their borders and their sovereignty. Implementation of development 
programs, even though their content may have been designed carefully and sen¬ 
sitively within a human rights framework, is likely to face many difficulties. 

Arms of the UN such as UNIFEM with the unique ability to access both gov¬ 
ernments and civil society have facilitated women’s organizing and voice and 
strategizing, and they have provided intellectual leadership. UN conferences have 
produced outcomes that women can take home as a mandate for change. But 
there is widespread recognition of the limitations and dangers of giving priority 
to another UN conference. Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi, executive director of the Afri¬ 
can Women’s Development Fund, notes that the movement cannot rely on a 
“UN space that [has] benefited us every now and then.” She notes the need to 
find mechanisms that will enable women “to push agendas which would take us 
along for the next 20 to 30 years.” 80 

Yet the entire world of nations and peoples, especially the excluded and those 
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suffering under various types of injustice, need the United Nations, the inter¬ 
governmental body of equals. There are many suggestions for how to redesign 
the institutional architecture of the UN to enable it to perform its mandated 
role. In this revisiting and rethinking process, there is a need to introduce the 
experience of gendered architecture as it has been conceived and has operated in 
the last sixty years. This review points to the fact that women’s special agencies 
that were set up both as international agencies and as national machineries have 
suffered from marginalization, ghettoization, and the demeaning gaze that ex¬ 
cluded peoples and women have experienced at all societal levels worldwide. 
Even in such difficult circumstances, these agencies have also been torchbearers 
within the systems. 

The Worldwide Women’s Movement 

In the years 2000 to 2005, there have been many collective reflections by var¬ 
ied configurations of the worldwide women’s movement about what went wrong. 
These include meetings hosted by AWID and DAWN and the regional confer¬ 
ences of AAWORD. Reflections emerged at the Conference of NGOs at Beijing 
+5 at the UN in New York. The conference noted the stark contrast between 
eventful and “successful” UN conferences on women, on the one hand, and the 
grim picture of the situation of women and children in many parts of the world, 
on the other. The conversations that took place at this conference led to other 
gatherings dedicated to this issue. 

One such reflection took place in Kampala in 2002 on the sidelines of the 
World Women’s Congress, a biennial activity of women scholars of the women 
studies networks. 81 At this meeting, participants from diverse regions identified 
the situation and what needs to be done. For example, Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi said, 
“The critical difference is that there are now more human agencies. Two decades 
ago, there were women feeling helpless and hopeless. Now there are women in 
every community who are prepared to take the agendas forward.” Adeleye-Fayemi 
feels that the next step is for “women at all levels within Africa and outside of 
Africa [to] critically engage with the state.” Eudine Barriteau, head of the Center 
for Gender and Development Studies at the University of the West Indies, Bar¬ 
bados, brings another view of the state, suggesting that “the states have become 
so powerless that they really cannot refuse the IMF, the World Bank, and so on. 
There is a real encroachment on their sovereignty.” 

The state as a site of contestation has been one of the problematiques in the 
intellectual journey of feminist analysis. The difficulty is related to women’s ex¬ 
perience with power as it has been conceived and exercised historically. 82 Power 
has been related to force and oppression, and formal politics has often been seen 
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as derived from that notion of power. However, by the time women’s long jour¬ 
ney across world conferences and conventions brought them to Beijing in 1995, 
there seemed to be a universally accepted view that the time for putting forward 
agendas for consideration was over. There was an affirmation of the importance 
of entering politics, an arena formerly conceived of as the polluted stream to 
which the response invariably was nethi nethi. This was a shift in the thinking; 
earlier the question had been “Who wants to sit at that table?” Now the thinking 
was “Let us sit at the table but change its structure, its meaning, and its method.” 
Women in the Inter-Parliamentary Union have already done significant ground¬ 
work for this new focus and have knowledge to share. 

Debates and considerations are taking place about how to reinvent the “table.” 83 
Simultaneously there is a concern that language that had seemed to enable 
women’s quest for justice and dignity, namely empowerment and mainstreaming, 
has “turned hostile,” to use the language of the courts, where if a witness turns 
hostile the intended outcome gets reversed. Mainstreaming as an idea has had a 
contested journey and diverse outcomes. Its operational values have depended 
on specific circumstances of method. It has often been trivialized, co-opted to 
the exclusion of those special women’s spaces, those powerhouses. Empower¬ 
ment is often stripped of the realpolitik of power. The language, like gendering, 
has become a mask, and thus the noise that women have arrived or that now 
gender is central in UN policymaking (as claimed in the UN’s 1999 World Sur¬ 
vey) clouds the reality. This masking of ground-level realities by the sense of 
achievement suggested by adoption of feminist language could be part of the 
explanation for the downswing in women’s condition. 

Independently, the women’s movement is questioning itself to understand 
the phenomena of losing ground both at the UN conferences and in the reality 
on the ground. Some of the analysis suggests that the fragmentation of society, a 
larger social phenomena that has emerged paradoxically alongside globaliza¬ 
tion, has also injured the capacity to form a united collective political will from 
the identity “women.” 84 

But the one task that seems crucial to reclaiming the power of identity that 
was inscribed in the early years of the UN is the forging of a unity over the 
fragmented identities—to accommodate women’s commitment to diversity and 
pluralism and democracy within a collective political will and intellectual argu¬ 
ment with the world. 

Development 

Development has perhaps suffered the most of the three areas of focus in this 
book. Its earlier avatar as an enabling hand, an alternative to economistic nar- 
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rowness, something associated with support for the less privileged or less en¬ 
dowed, has been co-opted into the neoliberal paradigm. The UN’s arrangements 
with the corporate sector, euphemistically called “partnerships” in the Global 
Compact; its accommodation of privatization of public goods, even the basic 
amenities; and the quest for financing for nonprofit activities has changed the 
face of what was once a benign idea. The earlier incarnation of development is 
now not identifiable except in the Human Development Reports, which keep 
reminding the world of its need to make human well-being central to all effort. 
The march of globalization as well as the overarching power of the rich coun¬ 
tries in forums such as the World Trade Organization and the inability of the 
idea of development as it is constructed within economic theory to deal with 
these forces suggests that as an idea it can be abandoned. 

What seems to emerge out of this narration of informed energetic—and of¬ 
ten ineffective—struggles is that many aspects of the existing approaches to un¬ 
derstanding poverty, inequality, and development must be rethought, recon¬ 
ceptualized, and restated if they are to provide due recognition of the roles and 
expectations of women. Given the recent affirmation that the number of poor 
are increasing and the proportion of women within that group is increasing, it 
seems clear that the engines of economic growth in operation today are inap¬ 
propriate for achieving the kind of growth that reflects the spirit of the UN Char¬ 
ter. It is time to reconsider the underpinnings of the theories of growth and the 
goals of the trade regimes. 

The first need is to reconsider the paradigm of development itself, the iden¬ 
tification of the engines of growth. Instead of seeing the poor as a target group 
who need special ladders within a framework of economic development, en¬ 
abling them to become economic and political agents could itself become the 
engine of growth. Thus, from a “trickle down,” or social safety net approach, it 
would be useful to look at what can be called the “bubbling up” theory of growth. 
This alternative theory argues that putting incomes and political power in the 
hands of the poor could generate the demand and the voice that would direct 
development. The purchasing power and the choices of the poor could direct 
the economy to a pro-poor or poverty-reducing economy. The review of the 
past seems to suggest some dramatic reversal of the current theories of where 
the engine of growth lies if the interest is in poverty eradication . 85 

Mahatma Gandhi in fact had designed such a theory and a proposal for its 
practice. To some extent it could even be said that such a theory is close to, though 
not the same as, Keynes’s theory of stimulating an economy by generating effec¬ 
tive demand. Here the further detailing is: Whose effective demand? Whose pur¬ 
chasing power? Gandhi’s talisman, his test for action, was this: “Whenever you 
are in doubt, or when the self becomes too much with you, apply the following 
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test: Recall the face of the poorest and the weakest man/woman whom you may 
have seen and ask yourself if the step you contemplate is going to be of any use to 
him .” 86 

If the Millennium Development Goals are to achieve their object of poverty 
removal, even in 2020 if not 2015, then trade ideas need to have economic mod¬ 
els that optimize employment or freedom from hunger as their goals. In other 
words, economic growth patterns and their operations need to be crafted afresh 
rather than by tinkering with development models. 

In the current global context of increasing disparities, dreadful pandemics 
such as AIDS and the widespread recognition of the scourges of persistent hun¬ 
ger and unemployment all seem to converge in women’s location in poverty. It 
seems crucial to make a quantum leap in ideation to fulfill women’s aspirations 
and struggles for justice. Thus, the argument of this book is to suggest that new 
insights into how to redress this unacceptable situation have to come from women. 
The revelatory aspect of this story can be summarized in the importance of space 
for the excluded to claim their rights and the need to upturn hierarchies of local 
and global, of the intellect and action. Those on the ground know what ideas 
will help; peoples’ movements around the globe suggest that it is time to invert 
the power hierarchy suggested in the axiom “Think globally, act locally.” It is 
time to act globally in solidarity with local brilliance—to think locally and act 
globally. 

Nethi nethi has been a useful tool in women’s hands. We know what we do not 
want, what does not work. We must continue to use it until we reach the goal of 
removing the poverty that hurts women and children so much. 

What Does the Future Hold? 

This attempt to capture the engagement of a lively and continuously moving 
struggle for emancipation with a deeply structured and layered global agency 
dedicated to equality and justice reveals that the dialogue between the UN and 
the constituency it sought to serve has been inconclusive. The history contained 
in this volume is one of many views of the same history, many stories within old 
stories. 

A major fault line that runs through narrations of history and their knowl¬ 
edge base—whether it is political, economic, or social history, and thus not only 
this one related to the UN—is the failure to take note of, to understand and 
respect and absorb, women’s ideational and intellectual skills and outputs in the 
area of theoretical and analytical knowledge. While some of the values emerging 
from the understanding of poverty, inequality, discrimination, conflict resolu¬ 
tion, deepening participation, method, and politics that this interaction or part- 
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nership generated have been applied or followed on belatedly, recognition of 
the intellectual and leadership powers of women has remained in the ghettos. 
The minds of men have not changed. 

Men’s rejection of women’s intellect reflects hierarchies more dramatically 
than all the other hierarchies that have been mentioned in previous chapters. 
The turning away from giving recognition to women, their understanding of 
phenomena, their challenging of the basis of knowledge and their claim to be 
recognized, hinges on how women are valued, and hierarchies of value are em¬ 
bedded everywhere in the knowledge base. Unless that valuation of woman is 
budged, knocked down, the web of inequality in which women are caught may 
not quite tear. 

The worldwide women’s movement has not been able to become that politi¬ 
cal presence that can command attention to its ideas. This broad-based, globally 
mobilized, revolutionary collectivity that could heal and rebuild a scarred planet 
has not been able to play its role, become that political presence that could encash 
its intellectual achievements in the name of justice. The sky sometimes looks 
like it is falling down over women, and other times it looks as if, like poor Sisyphus, 
women keep pushing up the large stone, exclusively and endlessly, without break¬ 
ing the spell. 

The wall, the unchanged minds of men, is not a sufficient explanation in it¬ 
self for this harmful and frustrating situation. Part of the reason for the failure 
of the extraordinary momentum of the 1980s and 1990s to reach that next stage 
of development is the restlessness of the women’s movement. 87 For instance, any 
valorization of the identity “woman” is labeled essentialism or is placed in a 
political context as the “white feminist agenda,” the Other who sets one agenda 
when there are many agendas because of the diverse conditions and stratifications 
of the constituency. Such namings and placings almost immediately put away 
such aspirations of unity as untenable and unwanted. Other differences—of lo¬ 
cation, race, class, sexuality, religion—have at times been emphasized at the ex¬ 
pense of the commonalities within the movement that can build strength to 
move forward. 

This knocking away of every attempt to build unity has been one of the most 
difficult bridges to cross. It has blocked the capability of the constituency of 
women to strike back at the empire—not just the empire as notified in the re¬ 
cent coalitions at the World Social Forums but the multifaceted empire that in¬ 
cludes the other dominations within the metadomination of economic models 
and forces . 88 

Reports of the experience of women and their intersections with other global 
resistance coalitions from the World Social Forum meeting in Mumbai in Janu¬ 
ary 2004 provide a close-up of the wall, the impenetrable power domains held 


166 


Women, Development, and the UN 


by men and conventional political ideas. 89 It also reveals that there is work to be 
done to break out of this impasse. There are hopeful signs. New coalitions of 
people’s movements, which first began at the World Summit for Social Devel¬ 
opment in 1995, have taken off, and coalitions to show power, to voice collective 
protest have in some sense replaced or superseded NGOs in terms of visibility 
and mobilization. And women’s movements are allying themselves, albeit with 
difficulties, with these broad-based protests. 

Yet even as they move into new and unfamiliar alliances in the mainstream, 
women have insisted on their own tent, the women’s tent, already a traditional 
element of world gatherings, including the World Social Forum spaces. This is 
an overt acknowledgment that women need their own space —as women —to 
share experiences, work through conflict, build new strategies for change, create 
a solidarity based on their common experiences of being the excluded. And the 
experience of exclusion can quickly be turned into a celebration of difference, 
an enjoyment of the richness of culture that women create for and with each 
other—a feast. How women choose to use the space of their tent is the deter¬ 
mining factor—Can they use it to expand their territory? Or will it become an 
isolated ghetto? These are not idle questions. The women’s tent is much more 
than an architectural structure, however temporary and movable. It is a symbol 
of the dilemma women have always faced—To be or not to be? Enter the main¬ 
stream or remain apart? The location of the women’s tent in the social space of 
newly emerging world spaces is a good sign. Women at those gatherings have the 
choice of entering the mainstream from a women-only space from which they 
can draw strength and voice. The peace tent of the worldwide women’s confer¬ 
ences has gone on the road. 

This is an encouraging sign. The women’s movement needs to find new ways 
of moving forward, of gathering its capital of knowledge and experience and 
history and reshaping it into a new political force. It needs to build on its suc¬ 
cessful introduction of feminism as common currency—today feminist analysis 
is a term that is used just like political or economic analysis. It has a legitimacy 
and a subject depth that is understood. This is one contemporary element that 
was unknown in the 1940s, a new force in the current scenario. Women’s in¬ 
creased visibility—an outcome of the spaces and opportunities for building opin¬ 
ion that UN conferences offered—has made it possible to insert women-ori- 
ented concerns and agendas into international discourse and practice. Many of 
the final documents of the various UN conferences during the period 1995 to 
2000 have separate sections devoted to women, however inadequate and subject 
to critique they may be. 

However, for every suggestion of a gain, there is the critique not only of the 
inadequacy of that gain but also of its politics. Declarations do not challenge the 
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form of knowledge from which they emerge. While conference outcome docu¬ 
ments might acknowledge that women may not have the same concerns and 
interests as men, this is not a real victory because the masculine worldview con¬ 
tained in the rest of the document goes unchallenged. Since the focus is often on 
the right to participate, it does not question the world that is already constituted 
by men. While “feminist practices” might define NGO forums, “the masculine 
organizational forms of governments and the United Nations [circumscribe] 
the official conferences .” 90 

Perhaps a way women can stimulate new thought and create space in which 
to strategize is to combine the peace tent with the women’s tent as a way to 
encroach upon and occupy the entire global governance landscape. Peace is still 
the most unifying theme of the worldwide women’s movement. It is still the 
moral high ground almost uniquely occupied by women. And they have brought 
powerful reasoning into the debates. Recall Alva Myrdal then and millions of 
women now. Yet in the international arena, including that which the UN drives, 
women are not taken into front line positions in war and peace negotiations or 
in prevention of conflict. Another wall. But by battering at that wall with their 
arguments, knowledge, and historical experience, perhaps the next generation 
can become a roaring mass that breaks it down. 

That next generation of feminists will imagine and usher in a future, a new 
way of walking this long journey to equality. Scholar and feminist Lourdes Arizpe 
has a message for them: 

We need meaning. I see a great challenge today in finding new meanings because 
so many conflicts that we see, so many desperate acts come from the fact that 
people are no longer finding new meaning. And they are not finding any meaning, 
because the constitutive aspects of culture have been completely left out of devel¬ 
opment models and completely left out of contemporary politics . 91 

Indian political scientist Rajeev Bhargava sees this meaning in his definition 
of culture “as a complex but specific ideational configuration, cluster of thoughts, 
and pictures that transforms human biological organisms into agents who lead 
and experience meaningful lives. It is a web of embedded understandings and 
representations about the self and its relation to other selves and to the natural 
world, and includes conceptions of good and bad, right and wrong, virtues and 
vices, and so on .” 92 

Another, a Magsaysay Award-winning priest who works in South Korea for 
peace, also sees culture’s value for self-worth: 

Culture means the way in which a group of people live, think, feel, organize them¬ 
selves, celebrate and share life. In every culture, there are underlying systems of 
values, meanings and views of the world, which are expressed, visibly, in languages, 
gestures, symbols, rituals and styles . 93 
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There is an idea that culture, civilization, can revitalize a dominated, frag¬ 
mented, poverty- and conflict-ridden South. However, some of the cultural tra¬ 
ditions in the world, if not all of them, have embargoes on many aspects of 
women’s freedom. It is here that culture conflicts with women’s access to the 
universality of human rights; often traditions and religious practices hurt and 
discriminate. This problem, the women’s question, keeps coming up again and 
again in discussions on celebrating culture, safeguarding culture and tradition 
in order to give political identity and self-confidence and strength to nations, 
especially those emerging from the subordination of culture that takes place 
during colonization . 94 

However, such cooptation or positioning or interpretations of culture can be 
resisted; culture needs to be overpowered by the other interpretation of it as 
sophisticated, open-ended, fluid understandings of self—a notable quality of 
women’s use of identities. As the Buddhist priest says, culture provides an ex¬ 
traordinarily enabling environment for building self-confidence and peaceful, 
not warring, attitudes. It provides a mode of resistance to domination, but it 
also provides a space for an enhanced experience of life, as Bhargava says. Kum- 
Kum Bhavnani and others are now suggesting that the new concept of women’s 
engagement with development should be called WCD: women, culture, and de¬ 
velopment . 95 Another road map. 

The shape of the future of the women’s movement with the UN is not yet 
clear. The world body has much work to do before women assume their proper 
place there—sixty years is a long time to wait. True reform will not happen until 
the political will is created and activated to fully bring women into the main¬ 
stream with equal privileges, access to resources, and decision-making roles, until 
women’s intellectual contributions are received as the luminous ideas for which 
the world body was once well known. The experience of the past six decades has 
shown that much can be accomplished when the synergy flows between the UN 
and the women’s movement. 
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